
BRICK & TILE WORKS, CLAY PITS & QUARRIES, and MANOR 
WOODS ORCHARD 

Brick & Tile Works, Clay Pits & Quarries 
 
In 1887, the northeast end of Manor Woods Valley was still farmland, with no evidence of 
brickworks or claypits.   
 

 
Map of 1881 - Overlain with modern location of Manor Woods Orchard 

 
Vale Lane Brick and Tile Works and The Somerset Brick and Tile Works, with their 
associated clay pits were established at the northeast end of Manor Woods Valley at the 
end of the nineteenth century. By 1903 the former works had a clay pit extending to the 
north of the works buildings.  
 

 
Fishponds and Bedminster Brick and Tile Company works, Ridgeway Road, Fishponds - 1899 – the scene 

would have been very similar at the Vale Lane Brick and Tile Works 



 
Map of 1903 - Overlain with modern location of Manor Woods Orchard 

 
By 1913 the clay pits near each of the brick and tile works off Vale Lane had expanded to 
the west. 
 

 
Map of 1913 - Overlain with modern location of Manor Woods Orchard 

 

By 1929 Vale Lane Brick and Tile Works was part of the Hollychrome Brick Works Company 
that had works at several locations around the edges of Bristol. At Vale Lane clay was won 
by blasting with gelignite and hand digging. The raw clay was loaded in to trams and taken 
to the surface, many metres above. It was then ground, moulded in to bricks then baked in 
kilns. A pump was continually in action to empty water from the clay-hole, in to which it 
flowed from many springs.  
 



 
Aerial photo of 1946 - Overlain with modern location of Manor Woods Orchard 

 
The Hollychrome workings become so extensive that the ever-growing main clay pit to the 
north of the works was serviced by a small tramway. 
 

 
 

Map of 1948 - Overlain with modern location of Manor Woods Orchard 
 

By the early 1960's, the main area of clay extraction at Hollychrome Brickwork moved from 
the north to the west of the kilns, with the small tramway being moved accordingly. A berm, 
respecting the earlier east-west field boundary between the two pits, was largely retained. 
In these pre ‘Health and Safety’ days, children returning along Manor Woods Valley, from 
Parson Street School to Headley Park and Bishopsworth, used to warm their hands on the 
walls of the brick kilns and slide down the muddy banks of the claypits, returning home 
covered in sticky red clay!  
 



 
Map of 1962 - Overlain with modern location of Manor Woods Orchard 

 
Landfill 
 
Following the closure of the brick and tiles works in the early 1960’s, the quarries, orchard 
and present-day wildflower meadow areas were rapidly designated as a landfill site. Before 
infilling with waste, local residents recall that the massive, deep, water filled, quarry-hole in 
the orchard area was used by the fire-brigade for water-rescue training.  
 
When the quarry pits were filled with domestic and other refuge, which at that time would 
have been unsorted, the smell was overpowering. It is claimed that the council used to 
spray disinfectant on to the fetid mass in order to manage the odours. Local residents 
describe how “Rats as big as small cats” used to come from the landfill site in to sheds and 
gardens of houses on nearby Ilchester Crescent. 
 

 
Quarry pit being filled with waste – viewed from the west (Ilchester Crescent) c1964 – photo Andy Lewis 

 



Following the demolition of the brickwork’s buildings, the existing depots and works 
buildings along Vale Lane were constructed in the later 1960’s to early 1970’s; however, the 
western edges of the clay pits and quarry faces were still discernible. 
 

 
Map of 1972 - Overlain with modern location of Manor Woods Orchard 

 

Once the site of the orchard was landfilled it was effectively abandoned. Rough grass then 
scrub developed in the orchard area and on the slopes above it to the west. 
 

 
Industrial units on Vale Lane, the orchard area and slopes down from Ilchester Crescent – 1970’s – photo 

Andy Lewis  
 
An aerial photograph of 1990 shows that the Rabbit Field was generally free of scrub at that 
time, but the fields either side of the TV mast path, to the north of the clay quarry, had an 
increased amount compared with five years earlier. 
 
First Bus, presumably ahead of a proposed development on their part, sponsoring a soil 
survey in Manor Woods Orchard and the area now occupied by the extension to Wrings' 



yard, in 1995. A number of bore holes were drilled and trial pits excavated. All of these, 
except one, demonstrated the considerable depth of fill present in this part of the site, up to 
14m deep being recorded. The fill consisted of inert waste such as timber, bricks, concrete 
and iron, as well as more potentially polluting waste such as whole and shredded tyres, oils 
and diesel.  
 

 
1995 boreholes (BH) and trial pits (TP), with depth of landfill in red (metres) – overlain with modern location of 

Manor Woods Orchard 

Manor Woods Orchard 

In the mid-1990’s Teasels grew in abundance. They were used as a nectar source by adult 
Cinnabar Moths, the larvae of which fed on nearby Common Ragwort.  Golden Rod, Wild 
Scabious and Cranesbill were also present in the orchard area. 

In the late 1990s it was still possible to walk along the cliff edge above the quarry and 
access the apple trees in The Orchard. A series of aerial photographs taken between 2003 
and 2018 show that the orchard and Rabbit Field were being regularly mown by Bristol City 
Council (BCC) contractors until the mid-2000’s. By 2006 regular mowing had ceased and 
Brambles were taking over. In 2009 the orchard area was cleared twice of Brambles and 
scrub by Justin Smith, the BCC Wildlife and Woodland Officer, to make it more accessible, 
but without follow-up work the area very rapidly reverted to dense Bramble scrub again. 
Due to Bramble dominated scrub, by the mid 2010’s access from the main Manor Woods 
Valley site in to the orchard, Rabbit Field, the quarry cliff top and out on to Ilchester 
Crescent and the green lane leading to the TV mast, was impossible.  
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A series of aerial photographs overlain with 
modern location of Manor Woods Orchard 

 

The crop of apples and pears was described as particularly good in 2005, but it was 
recognised that no one knew what varieties they were, or when they were planted. 
 
In 2006 Wring Group Limited put in a planning application for a stone crushing plant in part 
of the quarries area, in an area that was designated for both industrial use and as a Site of 
Nature Conservation Interest (SINC). Due mainly to concerns with regards to noise and 
dust, the application for a stone-crushing plant was soon replaced with a new application, 
for the same area, for general storage. The Malago Valley Conservation Group (MVCG) 
opposed both variations of the application and a local author supported these objections by 
expressing a desire to see the apple trees in that area, which would be felled if the 
application went ahead, being used as a Community Orchard. Despite the objections and 
the Committee recognising the attraction and nature conservation value of the site, the 
Planning Committee decided, on 17 September 2008, on a majority vote to grant planning 
permission. Wring immediately started work to extend their Vale Lane yard into the quarries 



area.  The work final phase of the work, the planting of trees on the bund around the 
extension in the quarry, was completed in 2011.  
 

 
Planning application of 2006 showing the original Wring’s proposal – Overlain with modern location of Manor 

Woods Orchard 

 
In 2009 MVCG expressed concern that the orchard area had been designated as potential 
area to be developed and it had not been included in the Area Green Space Plans. The 
latter fact caused some consternation, as it meant that under the Site Allocation process the 
orchard/quarries area was simultaneously a SNCI and designated for 
industrial/warehousing development.  
 
MCVG and Avon Wildlife Trust pressed for the industrial designation to be removed on the 
remaining land. The Quarries area of Manor Woods Valley was finally confirmed as an 
SNCI and had its designation for industry and warehousing removed in 2012. There was a 
further round of consultations on development site allocations in 2013 which resulted in no 
change to the designation.  
 
The Wildlife and Woodland Officer's team cleared a lot more scrub in early autumn 2011 
and access paths in 2012. Twenty-three apple trees and one big pear tree emerged from 
the undergrowth, all bearing fruit of different colours and varieties. Plans to get the different 
varieties of apples and pears identified in 2012 were thwarted when the trees bore very little 
fruit.  
 
In early autumn 2013 MVCG were contacted by the Reserves Officer from the Avon Wildlife 
Trust, who wanted to be shown around Manor Woods Valley with the aim of determining if 
the Trust could help MVCG by taking on any aspects of the management work, as they did 
with other Local Nature Reserves. As a result, Trust volunteers and a group of MVCG 
members met in the quarry area in December and cleared some scrub under the fruit trees. 
Following scrub clearance in the orchard, it was soon noticed that more people used the 
area, particularly in the autumn to collect fruit.  
 
By the latter half of the 2010's changes in the orchard were becoming very apparent. Scrub 
and its re-growth were being cleared every year. In February 2016 contractors cleared 
Brambles from a large area in the central area and some of the tall scrub on the slope 



nearby. Prior to this time previously open areas of neutral grassland with wildflowers, 
including Bee and Pyramidal orchids and others species which do not exist elsewhere in 
Manor Woods Valley, had been lost. As a result of scything work in the small area of 
grassland between the orchard and Wildflower Meadow, by MVCG and Avon Wildlife Trust 
volunteers, in the autumn of 2016, Bee Orchids reappeared in 2017 and a Pyramidal Orchid 
in 2018, apparently having lain dormant or in a vegetative state beneath the Brambles for a 
number of years. 
 
In the autumn of 2016 Manor Woods Valley was selected as one of four sites chosen by 
BCC to receive special help from the Avon Wildlife Trust for practical work but also events 
and activities for local people.  
 
By the end of 2017 a circular path connecting all the fruit trees had been cleared by MVCG 
members and volunteers, supported by GoodGym runners, the Environment Agency and 
Avon Wildlife Trust. 2017 saw a bumper crop of apples, many of which were collected and 
distributed free at the Zion Community Arts Centre allotments harvest exchange evening.  
 
An Orchard Management Statement was prepared by Peter Loy-Hancocks, a retired 
professional ecologist, and agreed with BCC during 2018.  
 
In September 2018 BCC supplied the Manor Woods Valley Group (MWVG) with 'tree tags' 
(numbered metal discs to attach to trees so as individually identify them). These were 
applied to 31 apple and 6 pear trees in Manor Woods Orchard, plus one apple tree in the 
New Wood and another near the interceptor. The trees were mapped (approximately) and 
their girths measured at the same time.  

Analysis of the tree girths produced approximate dates of establishment, based on the 
average of two different circumference increase rates. The large pear (#509) is notable for 
its estimated establishment date of 1908. At that time, it would have been positioned at the 
junction of two hedgerows. The pear appears to have survived amidst the clay pit workings 
due to its location on a berm between two different pits. The berm itself was a relic of an 
earlier field boundary, with the clay pits to the north, east and south respecting this 
boundary. Perhaps the berm was left in place because the roots of large trees, shown as 
being present in 1840, were too difficult to remove.  



 
Manor Woods Orchard area with brickworks and clay pit banks present in 1962, overlaid on a map of 1903 
showing field boundaries to the west of the works and the position of the old pear plotted as green circle. 

 

 
Manor Woods Orchard with brickworks and berms present in 1962 overlaid on a map of modern boundaries 

and buildings, with the old pear plotted as green dot 

Only three other trees pre-date the 1960's i.e., when the site was still an operating brick and 
tile works. There is a suggestion of some groupings of tree establishment around 1960 
(when the site was abandoned), 1970 and 1980. Perhaps the site was periodically partially 
cleared, with many of the trees re-growing after being cut-down.  

At the same time as the trees were being tagged, measured and mapped, Orcharding 
Consultant, Liz Copas surveyed the orchard and outlier fruit trees across the site. The fruit 
trees in the orchard were still being uncovered and cleared of surrounding scrub. In all there 
are well over 30 bearing apples and about 6 pear trees. The trees were mostly multi-
headed, having been coppiced almost to ground level a long time ago then re-grown and 
matured. Samples of fruit were taken from many of the trees in an effort to put names to 
them; however, it soon became clear that there were no true varieties and that it was not a 



purpose planted orchard. There were several points that confirm this, the trees were 
distributed randomly not in rows as would be expected in a planted orchard, there were no 
signs of graft unions (this would be a ring on the trunk where an apple variety had been 
grafted to the rootstock), there were batches of neighbouring trees where the apples looked 
very similar, suggesting they had all grown from the same seed source, many apples were 
yellow green, late maturing with an acceptable eating apple flavour i.e. similar but not 
identical to, Golden Delicious, an imported variety widely sold in the 1960 - 70s, and the 
pear trees' fruits were clearly similar in size and shape, delicious but not matching up to 
known varieties. 
 
The author concluded that this added up to a picture of scrub regenerating after the 
industrial use of the site, a conclusion that was borne out by the findings of the tree 
measuring exercise and that the fruit trees most likely originated from discarded apple 
cores. A former labourer in the brickworks recalled that there was no canteen and that the 
men bought their own food to work with them (Malago Society 1989, p.23), this would 
correspond with the hypothesis that the fruit trees originated from apples and pears brought 
to the site in lunch-boxes and subsequently discarded. 
 
Although no varietal names could be attached to any of the trees, all those apples sampled 
were a good size and flavour. It was concluded that the trees were well worth looking after 
and the fruit would be excellent for making juice or even cider. 
 

 
A selection of apples and pears from Manor Woods Orchard 

 
In 2018, the Manor Woods Valley Work Group (part of MVCG) first mooted that it could be 
good idea to plant-up the central, empty, part of the orchard with a variety of recognized 
varieties of a range of fruit trees. As the area consisted of a former land-filled clay pit, the 
potential issue of heavy metal contaminants being taken-up by the trees and deposited in 
the fruit was raised. To resolve this question, Bristol University students took soil samples in 
early 2019, analysis of which revealed no evidence of potentially harmful levels of 
contaminants. As a result, a few weeks later, eight new fruit trees were planted, in a circle. 



Eight more were planted in February 2020. Unfortunately, a number of the newly planted 
trees were damaged by vandals during the summer of 2020. A few more trees were planted 
in early 2021 and others will be planted in future years. 
 

 
New fruit trees planted in cleared area, surrounded by mature fruit trees 

 
A relatively short-lived relationship with the Bristol Fish Project, which was situated on Vale 
Lane until its closure in the spring of 2019, meant that meeting and meeting room and toilet 
facilities were available, by arrangement, within a three-minute walk of the orchard. 
 
A new tradition was started in January 2020, when a wassail was held in Manor Woods 
Orchard. Approximately 60 people helped the Orchard King and Queen, assisted by the 
Wassail Master, anoint the fruit trees with juice made from the previous seasons apples and 
create a cacophony of noise to wake the trees and scare away malevolent sprits. 
 

 
Wassailing in Manor Woods Orchard 

 

The first wassail worked its magic, resulting in an excellent fruit crop that autumn! Over 
100kg of the apple crop were collected by MWVG and sent to the Cotswold Cider 



Company. In return the group received back thirty-six 750ml bottles of juice. Half of these 
were donated to a Withywood Centre based Carpenters food bank, from where they were 
distributed at Christmas. Six bottles were donated to a Bedminster Down based raffle, the 
proceeds of which helped local good causes. The remaining dozen bottles were used as 
refreshment at the end of MWVG volunteer work sessions. 

   

 
Manor Woods Valley apple juice 

 
Restrictions imposed by the Covid-19 epidemic meant that there could be no pubic 
gatherings during January 2021, therefore the wassail in that year was confined to a solo 
effort by the Orchard King. The result(!) was a slightly reduced crop, however, 
approximately half a tonne of apples was harvested and again collected by the Cotswold 
Cider Company. Thirty of the 58 bottles returned to MWVG were donated to the Carpenters 
food bank.  


