
Napton brickworks 
 
The Napton brickworks and quarry site provide interest for the industrial historian, the 
geologist and the naturalist. For geologists, the site has been identified and listed by the 
Warwickshire Geological Conservation Group (WGCG) with the exposure of important 
geological formations and large sandstone blocks known as ‘doggers’. The site has been an 
important source of fossils in the past. This overgrown site is now protected. Also on the 
hillside lie the Napton fish pools.  
 

    
 

The windmill, of course, is a familiar feature of the area, standing high above Napton Hill. 

    
 

There was a time when it was possible to photpgraph both the Oxford Canal and the 
windmill, but growth of trees and bushes over the years has made this view impossible 

 

 



For the industrial historian, however, it is the brickworks that provide the attraction for 
research. 
 
The story of the brickworks in the latter part of the nineteenth century and early 20th. 
century is well recorded, particularly in view of the 1903 article in the ‘The English 
Clayworker’ which gives a detailed account of the works. This formed the basis of the 
section on the brickworks in the publication ‘Round about Napton’, and also provided 
important material for the Napton History Project’s research. Both these are included as 
appendices. 
 
The starting date for the works is usually given as 1878, for it was in that year Thomas 
Mason and Charles Watson established a brick & tile manufacturing business close to the 
canal at Napton. Newspaper evidence suggests, however, that brick manufacturing was well 
established in the area prior to this. One important source suggesting this is the Warwick 
Advertiser of 19th. May 1827 where Geo Watson is handling the sale of the Effects of Walter 
Watson, of Lower Shuckburgh, bankrupt. Included in the lots are: 
 
‘The STOCK-IN-TRADE consists of about Thirty-five Thousand Bricks, Five Hundred Coping 
Ditto, Six Hundred Soughing Ditto, Six Hundred Pillar Ditto, Twenty-four Thousand Soughing 
Ditto, Twenty-four Thousand Plain Tiles, Four Hundred Ridge Tiles, Five Hundred Hip Tiles, 
Ninety Thousand Draining Tiles’ 
 
(I must admit I had not come across the term ‘soughing bricks’ and had to turn to  
an extract from ‘A General View of the Agriculture of the County of Warwick with 
Observation on the Means of its Improvement’ (1815) to explain their meaning 
 
“Draining is, without doubt, the first step towards improvement of all wet land. It has been 
practised with much success in this county for several years, but more particularly so since 
Mr. Elkington, a farmer in this district, introduced his method of draining boggy lands. Much 
draining has been done in this county with what are called soughing bricks, that is two bricks 
on the flat sides of which are semi-circular cavities. These bricks when placed one on top of 
the other, in the bottom of the drain, form a circular space for the water to pass along.”) 
 
Also listed within the Lots of FREEHOLD ESTATES was: 
 
‘LOT III All the MESSUAGE or TENEMENT, with the Brick-kilns, Hovels, Sheds, Brick-yard, and 
also a CLOSE of excellent PASTURELAND thereto belonging, and the Right of Fishery in the 
Oxford Canal, and being in the Parish of Napton-upon-the-hill, in the County of Warwick, 
bounded on one side by the said Canal, and on the other side by the said Turnpike Road 
leading from Daventry to Southam, late also in the Occupation of the said Walter Watson, or 
his Under-tenants. The Clay in this Lot is very superior, and being by the side of the Canal, 
there is great facility in transporting the Bricks.’ 
 
With Geo. Watson handling the sale of effects for Walter Watson, I quickly realized that 
Watson was a very common family name in the area, and there may be someone who has 
completed family research which sorts them all out. It remains something of an on-going 
project for me!  
 
Mason and Watson continued in business together until 1896, and there are a number of 
pieces of evidence that suggest that tiles and agricultural drainage pipes made up an 
important element in the product range. For example, an advert in the Nuneaton Advertiser 



of 6th. December 1884 offered Mason and Watson Red Agricultural Drain Pipes – best 
quality, all sizes – to Landowners, Farmers and Builders, delivered on the Oxford, Warwick or 
Grand Junction Canal. The title for the 1903 article in ‘The British Clayworker’ concentrates 
on tiles -‘TILE-MAKING NEAR RUGBY: MESSRS. WATSON NELSON LIMITED, NAPTON-ON-THE-
HILL’. 
 
In 1896 the partnership ended (by mutual consent) and the business continued as Charles 
Watson Brick and Tile Makers. He suffered a serious fire at the brickworks on 25th. October 
1899 (with the destruction of a new portable engine, considerable machinery, shedding and 
plant) and this may have been a factor in his desire for business partners. In 1902 Watson 
linked up with the Nelson company of cement-making fame to form Watson, Nelson: Brick 
and Tile Manufacturers. The company adopted the windmill as their trademark, an 
appropriate choice in view of the landmark location of Napton windmill above the quarry. 
 

 
 

Bricks carrying the windmill trademark are highly prized by brick collectors, and there are 
also examples of bricks from an earlier period carrying the MASON & WATSON / NAPTON 
name and then just the WATSON/NAPTON. The positioning of the Watson name suggests 
that moulds were simply adjusted to block out the Mason name. 
 

   
 
 
 
 



On one visit to Napton I noticed that a lady had lined her front flower bed with tiles carrying 
the windmill trademark. She kindly agreed to me taking a couple of photographs, slightly 
bemused by my enthusiasm for what she regarded as very mundane items! 
 

   
 
The two appendices are important sources of information, particularly on the state of the 
brickworks in 1903, soon after the Watson Nelson link-up. 
 
Photographic evidence is available of the twentieth century experience of the brickworks, 
and readers are referred to the windows on Warwickshire website. 
www.windowsonwarwickshire.org.uk. 
 
Several references are made to the steam engine on site and John Willock has kindly 
supplied the details of the non-condensing horizontal single cylinder engine. It was recorded 
in 1975 by the late George Watkins and is featured in his ‘Stationary Steam Engines of Great 
Britain: The National Photographic Collection’ Volume 6, The South Midlands, Plate 137, 
(SER1486). General Editor: AP Woolrich. Landmark Publishing.  
Watkins gives the following details: 
Maker: J. Wilkes, Pelsall Foundry, Near Walsall c. 1885? 
Cylinder Dimensions: 21" x 2ft. 9" stroke - Slide valve. 
Up to 120 hp. RPM: 75 PSI: 80, supplied by Two Lancashire boilers. 
The bed of the engine was 15 feet long x 3 feet wide. 
Watkins suggested at the time he wrote the above that preservation was to be undertaken 
by the "Dudley Group", but no confirmation has been possible that it was indeed saved and 
restored. R.L. (Dick) Blenkinsop photographed the engine and Derek Billings has supplied 
these for this article. 
 
 

 

http://www.windowsonwarwickshire.org.uk


The brickworks were sold to Allied Brick and Tile Works Ltd. in 1934, and were closed in the 
1970s.  

 

 
 
The buildings were allowed to deteriorate or were demolished, and only the office block on 
Brickyard Road, dated 1904 remained standing. Some of the former brickworks site was 
occupied buy a number of commercial firms in the ensuing years, with repeated plans 
submitted for some form of redevelopment. The most recent of these has housing as its 
primary component. 
 
The site itself took on the appearance of something of a neglected wasteland, and even the 
office building suffered the fate of other remnants of the works 
 

    
 
 
 
 
 
 



The demise of the office building: 
 

    
    

    
 
The 1904 office building finally disappeared and now there is little evidence on the ground 
of this once vibrant brickworks, with a planned visit in May 2020 thwarted by fenced off 
access points. The canal, of course, remains largely unchanged and a trip by boat or on foot 
along this stretch of the canal continues to be an attractive option. As the canal eases its 
way around Napton Hill very few walkers and boaters will be aware that this was once a 
busy canal wharf distributing Warwickshire-made bricks far and wide. 
 

    
 
 
 
 



The canal at Napton – locks, bridges, pub and World War 2 pillbox – some of the attractions 
of a stroll along the towpath.   
  

    
 

    
 

    
 

 



Appendix 1: From ‘Round About Napton’ 
 

 



 



  



Appendix 2: From ‘The Napton History Project’ 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 



Photographs to accompany Napton Brickworks article 
 

1. Napton Quarry 
2. Napton Fish Pools 
3. Napton Windmill 1 
4. Napton Windmill 2 
5. Napton Windmill and canal 
6. Watson Napton brick 
7. Windmill Napton brick 
8. Napton tile1 
9. Napton tile2 
10. Napton brickworks 
11. Napton lost tracks 
12. Napton quarry wasteland 
13. Napton 1904 office1 
14. Napton 1904 office2 
15. Napton 1904 office3 
16. Napton 1904 office4 
17. Napton canal barge1 
18. Napton canal barge 2 
19. Napton canal view 1 
20. Napton bridge 114 
21. Napton bridge 113 
22. Napton canal view 2 
23. Napton The Folly 
24. Napton lock and pillbox 
25. Napton windmill and canal 

 


