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Summary 

This Statement of Significance is designed to inform a possible process of repair, 

conservation and restoration at the remains of Gaunless Bridge and Gaunless 

Accommodation Bridge near West Auckland in County Durham (NZ18643 26475). 

The river bridge consists of two abutments, one on either side of the river Gaunless 

which is a tributary of the River Wear. The accommodation bridge consisted of two 

abutments against the railway embankment until its partial demolition when the SE 

abutment was demolished. It had previously lost its decking and arch. When the 

damage occurred in 2015, the railway embankment was also shortened on the south 

side and trenches were dug into the embankment and the ground in order to 

accommodate foundations for a future gate. Both structures are scheduled 

monuments and they form part of a wider group of monuments associated with the 

Stockton & Darlington Railway which are currently the subject of a number of local 

groups’ researches exploring its eligibility for World Heritage Site Status and the 

feasibility of creating a recreational trail along the route in time for the line’s 200th 

anniversary in 2025.   

 

The development of the rail network between 1822-25 required the preparation of 

straight, flat routes and necessitated the crossing of widely varied terrain through a 

series of engineering works including tunnels, cuttings, embankments, bridges and 

viaducts. As an integral part of the railway network, bridges are representative of a 

technological and engineering phenomenon that was initiated in Britain and allowed 

the industrial revolution to flourish permanently transforming the socioeconomic 

status of the country. As such, early, well-preserved or architecturally outstanding 

examples of railway bridges are deemed to be of national importance. Not all bridges 

survive on the original 1825 Stockton & Darlington route, so those that do, should be 

protected.  

 

The Gaunless Bridge is significant for a number of reasons. While it exists in two 

parts (the abutments on site and the ironwork in York), it is an innovative and unique 

structure with high rarity value. Its design marks a particular technological 

achievement at a very early date with the use of both cast and wrought iron and a 

lenticular truss design which negated the need for rivets or bolts. It appears to have 

inspired other similar designs, although not on a large scale. It is considered to be 

one of the first railway bridges in the world and it has strong associations with 

George Stephenson and is therefore of considerable historic interest. Some images 
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of the bridge prior to 1901 when it was altered do survive, as do a number of 1901 

and later plans. This contributes towards its historic interest.   

 

The sweeping wing walls and elegant abutments with string coursing add to its 

architectural interest, although this could be better appreciated if the site of the 

abutments was better managed through vegetation control. The recent erection of a 

portakabin on the south bank is a visual intrusion that is unfortunately framed by the 

two abutments.  

 

The wider setting is of considerable archaeological interest but needs improving. In 

its current form, the site invites vandalism as it currently appears uncared for.  

 

The need for accommodation bridges came as a rather unexpected and expensive 

surprise once construction of the S&DR line was underway.  As a result, the form of 

accommodation arches appears to have been varied and tailor made to the needs of 

the owner or occupier. The accommodation bridge at the Gaunless was 8ft 10 inches 

wide (to serve farming purposes), but the next accommodation bridge north was only 

six feet wide (possibly just for pedestrian use). The surviving accommodation arch at 

Brusselton is and was 11 feet 5 inches wide. Therefore, the original size of the 

accommodation bridge at the Gaunless should be restored because it is part of its 

significance. However, there is no evidence for its arch, so this cannot be restored, 

although two abutments will allow a deck to be returned in due course if required.  

 

Those parts of the accommodation bridge that have not been destroyed, are still 

suffering from neglect, unmanaged vegetation and vandalism. This needs to be 

addressed before other losses are incurred.  

 

The embankment has also been damaged and this should be recorded 

archaeologically with a machine cut section across its newly exposed north end so 

that the damage can be mitigated through enhanced archaeological information on 

the construction methods used to construct the embankment in 1822-3. 
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GAUNLESS BRIDGE AND ACCOMMODATION BRIDGE STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 
 

1.0 Introduction 

This Statement of Significance is designed to inform a possible process of repair, 

conservation and restoration at the remains of the Gaunless Bridge and Gaunless 

Accommodation Bridge near West Auckland in County Durham (NZ18643 26475). 

The accommodation bridge was partially demolished in October 2015, however as a 

scheduled monument, it is considered to be nationally important and is protected by 

law. Further, it forms part of a wider group of monuments associated with the 

Stockton & Darlington Railway which are currently the subject of a number of local 

groups’ researches exploring its eligibility for World Heritage Site Status and the 

feasibility of creating a recreational trail along the route in time for the line’s 200th 

anniversary in 2025. Consequently, this Statement of Significance covers the 

damaged accommodation bridge and the adjacent bridge abutments which once 

carried what has become known as the world’s first metal railway bridge. A number 

of other heritage assets are referred to in the text which are associated with the 

Stockton & Darlington Railway in the vicinity of the Gaunless river. 

 

Plate 1. The Gaunless Bridge in 1901 prior to alterations being made 
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The bridge remains sit within an area of waste ground and former pasture land 

immediately outside West Auckland. Rights of way cut across the site from housing 

to the north east and it is a well used dog walking area with a footbridge providing the 

modern day river crossing. Formal access via the rights of way network also exist 

from the adjacent housing estate to the west where it is possible to walk along the 

1825 railway line to Broom Mill Farm and beyond.  

 

 

 

Figure 1. Location of the Gaunless Bridge. The 1825 route of the S&DR is shown in 
blue 
 

The river bridge consists of two abutments, one on either side of the river Gaunless 

which is a tributary of the River Wear. The accommodation bridge consisted of two 

abutments against the railway embankment until its partial demolition when the SE 

abutment was demolished; it had previously lost its decking and arch. When the 

damage occurred in 2015, the railway embankment was also shortened on the south 

side and trenches were dug into the embankment and the ground in front in order to 

accommodate foundations for a future gate.   

© Crown copyright 2015. All rights reserved. 
Licence number 100042279 

Bridge abutments 

Accommodation Arch 
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Figure 2. The scheduled area in red which includes the railway embankment, the bridge 
abutments and the accommodation arch 
 

 

Plate 2. The Gaunless Bridge abutments taken from the north side of the river looking 
towards the south abutment (photo September 2015).  
 

 

2.0 Historic Background 

When twelve wagons of coal left Phoenix Pit at Witton Park Colliery at seven in the 

morning on the 27th September 1825 to be hauled by horse and engine along the 

much awaited Stockton & Darlington Railway line, the thousands of people who 

attended to watch the show, knew that this was the start of something special. 

Horses drew the twelve wagons each carrying two tons of coal to Etherley where a 

© Crown copyright 2015. All rights reserved. 
Licence number 100042279 
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combination of stationary engine and self-acting plane negotiated the Etherley ridge. 

Individuals who wished to see the ‘Train of Wagons descending the inclined Plane 

from Etherley, and in Progress to Brusselton...’ were advised to be on the ‘RAILWAY 

at St HELEN’S AUCKLAND not later than Half-past Seven o’clock’.  At St. Helen’s 

Auckland another wagon was added carrying bags of flour and horses then drew all 

thirteen wagons to the foot of Brusselton West Bank via the Gaunless Bridge. 

Crowds gathered to watch the sixty horse power stationary engine haul the wagons 

up the incline and a few excited observers may have hitched a lift.1 At the Brusselton 

Engine House, the railway proprietors gathered at 8 o’clock in order to ‘examine their 

extensive inclined planes’.2 More spectators clung on to the wagons as they rolled 

down the hill and headed towards Locomotion No.1 with her new coat of paint, her 

engines fired to build up a head of steam ready to haul twenty one new wagons 

including the long coach named Experiment. They were designed to carry 300 

passengers that day, but somewhere between 450 to 600 travelled. 3 The first 

overcrowded rail journey in the world set off at 9am. And so, the day that would 

change the world, was well underway.  

 

The route of the S&DR line had been set out first by the S&DR engineer, George 

Overton in 1818 and surveyed by D. Davies. Their route of 1820 obtained assent 

from Parliament in 1821; the first attempt of 1819 being defeated because of disputes 

over rights of way and the death of King George III. 

 

In July 1821 George Stephenson was appointed by the S&DR Company to make a 

survey for and mark out the proposed ‘Rail Way’ between Stockton to the Auckland 

Collieries via Darlington.  Assisted by his eighteen year old son Robert, he made a 

number of alterations to Overton’s route which he considered to be more practical. In 

particular he sought to reduce the number of twists and turns, decrease the need for 

expensive tunnels and make better use of locomotive engines over horse trackage. 

His altered route would require more cuttings towards St Helen’s Auckland, but the 

spoil from these cuttings could be moved to build the embankment at Etherley, thus 

negating the need to bring in waste from the collieries.4 The route over the Gaunless 

was located a little further north than Overton’s as a result of its continuation from the 

                                                      
1 Slack and O’Neill 2015, 19 
2 Taken from the publicity notice issued at the time (fig 1) 
3 Ibid, 19 and Jeans 1974, 70 
4 PRO RAIL 667 
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more direct route from Etherley. Stephenson’s plan was deposited in 1822 and was 

to form part of the Act of Parliament of 1823 amending the earlier 1821 Act.  

 

 

Figure 3. Overton’s original route as shown on the survey of 1820 in blue and 
Stephenson’s revised route in red 1823. Stephenson’s more direct route was designed 
to avoid turns which could result in unstable wagons. It required more cuttings 
towards St. Helen’s Auckland but this was an advantage, according to George 
Stephenson, because the spoil from the cuttings could be used to construct the 
embankment at Etherley (DRO Q/D/P/8). 
 

 

Figure 4. Detailed extract of Stephenson’s plan of 1823 with site of the river and 
accommodation bridge highlighted (DRO Q/D/P/8) 
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In 1822 Stephenson had been made Engineer to the Stockton & Darlington Railway 

Company (he was previously the surveyor) and construction of the line commenced 

under his supervision. Works were also supervised by two Resident Engineers 

working under him and once his son Robert had returned from a six month stint at 

Edinburgh University he undoubtedly had considerable involvement too.   

 

In July 1823, George Stephenson was able to announce that twenty two miles of the 

line had been completed, that all the rails and chairs had been delivered and that the 

railway should be complete by midsummer 1824. Stone from local quarries was to be 

the main building material and would be used to create boundary walls, sleepers and 

bridges from Witton Park at least as far as Shildon; the remaining stretch of line 

making use of oak for sleepers from Portsmouth and quick sets as boundaries.5 

However the Gaunless Bridge was to be different; made from a combination of stone 

abutments and an iron deck and piers. 

 

3.0 Statement of Significance 

The Gaunless Bridge and its setting includes a number of related features which are 

all associated with the pioneering phase of the railways and are therefore considered 

to be internationally and nationally important (English Heritage 2011, 3, 7). Those 

elements which constitute the railway heritage of the study area and its setting are 

mapped and included as Appendix 1. This more detailed statement of significance 

fleshes out this special interest. The nature of the significance is divided into 

archaeological, architectural, historic and artistic interest as outlined in national 

planning policy. The level of significance is divided into considerable, some, limited, 

unknown or none. Definitions of these terms are given in appendix 2.  

 

The Gaunless Bridge (HER 883) 

Despite severe weather late in 1823 when cuttings collapsed, quarry tracks became 

quagmires and workmen were injured, George Stephenson was able to report in 

December that the Gaunless had been spanned in October by the iron bridge 

designed by him and cast by Burrell and Company of Newcastle.6 George 

Stephenson was a partner in the firm until the 31st December 18247 and so a close 

working relationship would be possible. Further, the new company established for 

                                                      
5 Jeans 1974, 59-60 
6 Rolt 2012 and contra http://www.engineering-
timelines.com/scripts/engineeringItem.asp?id=15 which states that it was complete by 
October 23rd 1823. 
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George Stephenson’s son by the key players of the S&DR, Robert Stephenson & Co, 

would be located next door to Burrell & Co in 1823. Burrell and Co. worked to a 

design submitted by George Stephenson to the directors on the 28th December 1822. 

There must have been some degree of confidence that the Act of Parliament altering 

the line to the present position of the bridge would be secured as the commissioning 

of the bridge and much of the line took place before assent was received in May 

1823. George Stephenson himself attended a Committee before the House of Lords 

to answer questions on his estimates, but he seems to have had an easy visit with 

the process being supported by powerful friends and this may have inspired the 

necessary confidence.8  

 

Heavy snow followed by flooding when the thaw came, damaged the bridge and so 

Stephenson rebuilt it with an additional span taking it to four which would allow more 

space for floodwater. The bridge came into use when the line was opened on 27th 

September 1825.  From the outset it was assumed that the wagons using it would be 

powered by horse rather than locomotive.  

 

Each span of the metal bridge was 12 feet 5 inches (3.78 m) wide and 5 feet (1.5 m) 

deep.9 The piers supporting the truss spans form a trestle comprising two inward-

leaning cast iron tubular pillars. The pillars were braced apart by a cast iron X-frame. 

These pillars were 8 inches (200 mm) in diameter with 1.4 inches (35 mm) thick 

walls; they were 10 feet (3.0 m) apart at the base, sloping in to 5 feet (1.5 m) at their 

top. Walkways were cantilevered out from the sides or trestles of the decking.  The 

use of additional iron pillars at the end of the bridge meant that it was a self-

supporting structure, even without the stone abutments and this has meant that it has 

been relatively easily displayed at the National Railway Museum as a free standing 

structure without complicated foundations.  

 

The bridge remained intact until 1901 when it was dismantled, so that an alternative 

structure could be placed on the abutments which would accommodate heavier loads 

of coal. The trestle legs were cut off at river level and the superstructure moved to 

Brusselton Colliery for storage. The remains of the trestle legs can still be seen on 

the river bed when water levels are low.10 The two stone abutments remained on 

                                                                                                                                                        
7 Tomlinson 1987, 93. His son Robert was also managing director 
8 Rolt 2012 
9 http://www.engineering-timelines.com/scripts/engineeringItem.asp?id=15 [accessed 141215] 
10 Not seen during fieldwork as river levels were high 
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either side of the river Gaunless but were altered by the NER in order to 

accommodate a new bridge structure. The alterations took the form of recesses set 

into the top of the abutments to accommodate plate girders. Plans produced at the 

time show clearly where the alterations were to be made and suggest that other 

modifications were made to strengthen the stonework of the abutments.  

 

Figure 5. Thomas Dixon’s plan of 1839 showing the Gaunless Bridge with its curved 
wing walls over the river and accommodation bridges on either side. A stone culvert 
carried the Oakley Beck under the embankment to SE. At the 22 ½ mile point there 
would have been a stone marker carved with ‘S&DR 22 ½ miles’ (RAIL1037/453) 
 

 

Figure 6. The Tithe Map of 1849 showing the route of the line crossing the Gaunless. 
The lack of detail here is because of the township boundaries meeting at about the site 
of the Accommodation Bridge and consequently the mapping fails to include the 
accommodation bridge on either the West Auckland nor the St. Helen’s Auckland tithe 
map 
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Figure 7. NER 1901 plan showing alterations to be made to the abutments in order to 
accommodate the plate girders. Stonework would be removed from the abutment 
cores, but the dressed stone external faces would remain (NRM 12/6 Box 147) 
 

 

Figure 8. A section through the replacement decking installed in 1901 in order to 
accommodate heavier loads (NRM 12/6 Box 147) 
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The original ironwork was preserved, however, and when a railway museum opened 

in 1928 at Queen Street, York and the bridge was one of the exhibits. A presentation 

model of the Gaunless Bridge was also made for the North Eastern Railway in 1875 

to mark the 50th anniversary of the opening of the Stockton and Darlington Railway. 

It still features in the Science Museum’s web site.11  

 

Plate 3. The Gaunless Bridge on display at the Queen Street Museum in York.12 
 

 

The original ironwork was moved to its current position at the National Railway 

Museum in York in 1975, which represents its fifth re-assembling. While its current 

position is hidden way from public view, when first erected there, it was overlooked 

by the museum cafe and so was in fact in a prominent position. Today however the 

same position is away from the public gaze in a car park to the rear.  

 

  

                                                      
11 http://www.ssplprints.com/image/128069/model-of-gaunless-bridge-1824 [accessed 
14122015] 
12 Robert Vogel, Smithsonian Institution, photographer. Image taken from ICOMOS Context 
for World Heritage Bridges by Eric DeLony (1996) which also recommends it as a World 
Heritage Site 
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Plate 4. The Gaunless Bridge abutments in 1973 with considerably less vegetation and 
a clear view to the accommodation bridge in the distance. The lack of tree cover means 
that the link between the bridge and the accommodation bridge is visually much 
clearer. The function of the building behind the SE abutment is not known, but may be 
an outbuilding for the early 20th century Rosslyn House. (Photo: John Proud collection 
courtesy of Win Proud) 
 

In 2006, correspondence took place between Archaeo-Environment, Durham County 

Council and the National Railway Museum regarding the possible relocation of the 

ironwork from the NRM York to the NRM Shildon. Costs were obtained to carry out a 

feasibility study to look at the practicalities of moving the structure and this was the 

subject of an application for funding to English Heritage from Durham County 

Council.13 Although the application was completed on behalf of DCC it is not clear if it 

was ever submitted to English Heritage.   

 

In January 2014, non-historic timberwork was removed from the iron structure at the 

NRM but historic timberwork was retained but recorded as suffering from rot. Overall 

the bridge condition was described as ‘poor’ and requiring remedial work in terms of 

cosmetic appearance and ‘fair’ in terms of structure. This is largely because of small 

amounts of paint loss mainly visible at the north facing end of the bridge and at the 

bottoms of the A-frames with associated corrosion. The wood was noted as being 
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structurally unsound suffering from degradation in the form of rot and the growth of 

vegetation.  Biological accretions were also visible on parts of the metal frame. 14 

 

Plate 5. The S.E abutment in 1974. The outbuilding still exists on the west side. 
Although overgrown, the view is still uncluttered with a clear view of the clean elegant 
sweep of the wing wall on the east side. The rounded column has retained its rounded 
cope up to this point. Photo: John Proud Collection courtesy of Win Proud. 
 

 

The significance of the Gaunless Bridge 

The completion of the bridge by December 1823 makes it the earliest bridge to be 

constructed on the line, excluding accommodation arches. The later Skerne Bridge 

north of Darlington (as it was then) was also to be constructed in metal and stone but 

the high prices of iron, combined with the reluctance of iron founders to tender for 

this kind of work, meant the bridge was ultimately built of stone in accordance with 

George Stephenson’s own suggestions (Tomlinson 1987, 95). The use or iron is 

therefore unusual on this line. 

 

It is also claimed to be the earliest iron railway bridge in the world. There is a 

competitor to this claim at the Pont-y-Cafnau (English: Bridge of Troughs). This is an 

iron truss bridge over the River Taff and was designed by Watkin George and built in 

1793 for his employer, the Cyfarthfa Ironworks. However it was designed to support 

                                                                                                                                                        
13 Various emails between Caroline Hardie and Helen Ashby, Anthony Coulls, George 
Muirhead and others dating to September and October 2006 
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both a tramway and an aqueduct to carry limestone and water into the works and so 

it is debateable whether it was accommodating a railway in the modern sense.15 The 

Gaunless Bridge therefore has some claim at the first purpose built railway bridge 

made of iron in the world and although the ironwork is no longer attached to the 

abutments, it does still survive in the National Railway Museum in York.16 The 

Gaunless Bridge is therefore of considerable historic interest because of its rarity, 

early age and associations with the pioneering phase of modern railway 

development. 

 

It is also of considerable historic interest because it marks a technological 

achievement and because of its associations with George Stephenson and his son 

Robert. It is the first railway bridge to use an iron truss and its lenticular truss design 

is extremely unusual.17   The inspiration for the design may have had its origins in the 

seventeenth century when a Croatian bishop, Faustus Verantius (1551-1617) 

produced illustrations of each type of bridge in his Machinae novae which was 

published in 1616.18 The Gaunless Bridge uses two curved girders in a lens shape, 

one above and one below. The upper member is in compression, as for an arch 

bridge, and the lower in tension, as for a suspension bridge. The idea is that this 

forms a balanced truss, where the sideways forces in each member cancel out, being 

equal but opposite in direction. This leads to a truss with no side forces on its 

supports and so only requiring simple piers with no need for endways stiffness. 

Vertical members connect the two girders and support the load-carrying deck of the 

bridge. These vertical members must also transfer some load between the two 

girders, as to maintain their lens shape. An efficient truss distributes the load of the 

deck between the two girders, rather than placing the majority of the load on one 

truss member, and so requiring it to be excessively strong compared to the other.19 

 

Stephenson’s sound grasp of engineering resulted in him using this combination of 

wrought and cast iron and while this resulted in a technical symmetry between 

                                                                                                                                                        
14 NRM Conservation Record 15.7.2014 
15 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pont-y-Cafnau [accessed 14122015]  
16 Acc No. 1978-7189        
17 J. G. James in the Transactions of the Newcomen Society vols 52 and 59 and cited in 
Addyman and Haworth 2005, 13 
18 Addyman and Haworth 2005, 13 
19 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gaunless_Bridge#cite_note-Chrimes.2C_Gaunless-2 
[accessed 14122015] 
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tension and compression, it also resulted in an aesthetic symmetry. It’s other claim to 

technological achievement was that it was built ‘entirely without bolts or rivets’.20 

 

This design was never particularly popular, although it was adapted and used by 

Brunel, but never with the decking above the trusses.21 It was also adapted for use at 

the Saltash Railway Bridge near Plymouth in 1859 and the five Elbe Bridges near 

Hamburg built in the period from 1872 – 1892 and designed by Lohse.22 Closer to 

home, Escomb Railway Bridge (No. 12), built in 1842 and therefore much later in 

date, uses an interesting design in the form of a bow-sprung single span, laid on a 

skew and carrying a farm track which bears some resemblance to Stephenson’s 

design. It was built by the Shildon Works Company, in conjunction with John Storey 

of Darlington, for the Bishop Auckland and Weardale Railway Company and like the 

Gaunless Bridge, was made from a combination of cast and wrought-iron with timber. 

It is Grade II* listed and therefore nationally important. There are therefore not many 

such railway bridges in the world and none which are as early as the Gaunless 

Bridge. It therefore has considerable rarity value as well as representing a major 

technological achievement. While most of the special interest is attached to the now 

removed metalwork, its significance must also extend to those parts of the bridge, 

including its setting, which are associated with it, particularly because the metalwork 

still survives and could in theory, if not in practice, be returned. 

 

 

 

Plate 6. The north elevation of the bridge prior to the replacement of the iron structure 

in 1901 (NRM 12/6 Box 147) 

 

                                                      
20 Holmes 1975, 135 
21 ibid 
22 Tomlinson 1974, 108 and 
http://www.009.cd2.com/members/how_to/bridge_development.htm [accessed 16122015] 
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Plate 7. Details of truss from 1901 NER plans (NRM 12/6 Box 147) 

 

 

 

Plate 8. The embankment (G17) to the north which joins the bridge and passes the 
station house in the distance (G7). A pedestrian accommodation arch existed near the 
station house at least until 1974 

 

The design of the Gaunless Bridge abutments is also worthy of note. The sweeping 

curved wing walls terminating in round columns combined with string coursing, 

makes for a very elegant stone structure. It is therefore of considerable 

architectural interest.   
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“Small and unimportant as it was, the bridge bore the impress of Stephenson’s 

genius...” (Tomlinson 1974, 108 (first published in 1914) 

 

 

Plate 9. The south side of the riverbank has stone lined in stone matching the 
abutments (G12) 
 

 
Plate 10. This late 19th century photograph of the Gaunless Bridge shows the stone 
walling along the river bank designed to prevent scouring of the river (foreground, 
right side). This stonework still survives. 
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The adjustments to the bridge made in 1901 are of some historic and 

archaeological interest because they are evidence of the role of the bridge in the 

growing coal trade and how it was adapted over time.  

 

 

Plate 11. Remains of possible railway boundary wall near the abutments on the north 
side of the river 

 

The river bed is of some archaeological interest because there is evidence of  

footings from the trusses, although these are not always visible and could not be 

confirmed through fieldwork due to high levels of rainfall.  

 

The wider setting is of considerable archaeological interest, because it includes 

the embankment (G17) and stone boundary walls (G13) which in turn lead to the 

station house of 1871 (G7). NER trackbed records23 and 1st edition OS mapping 

show a pedestrian arch six feet wide beneath the embankment (G2) which was 

extended to pass under the 1856 Tunnel Branch (G18). This was still extant in 1974 

when it was photographed by John Proud. The south side of the riverbed has been 

lined with stonework which matches that used on the abutments and suggests that it 

is a retaining wall associated with the construction of the bridge (G12). The nearby 

footbridge (G6) first appeared on maps dating to 1896, but has since been replaced 

and is of no historic interest.  

                                                      
23 NRM Search Engine DS 14/E Box 231 
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Figure 9. Left: Detail of a pier from the 1901 plans of the bridge prior to the removal and 
replacement of the iron structure in 1901 (NRM 12/6 Box 147). Right: the piers in 2015 
at the NRM, York 
 

 

 

Figure 10. NER 1925 plans of the track with sketches showing the structures located 
on the route (NRM DS 14/E Box 231). This shows the elevation of the bridge after the 
works to replace the iron structure with plate girders.   
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Figure 11. Left: as above, but the bridge in plan. Right: The surviving abutment with a 
slot cut into the stone to accommodate the girders.   

 
Plate 12. The Gaunless Bridge after the 1901 alterations (photo courtesy of the Ken 
Hoole Collection) 
 

Moving forward.... 

The bridge was designed to be a free standing structure and this could have some 

bearing on the ability of the iron structure to be moved to the more local branch of the 

National Railway Museum only a few miles south of the site. This would give it 

greater context to its significance and also potentially expose it to a larger audience 

as 2025 nears. There has always been a willingness to bring the iron part of the 

bridge back to the NRM in Shildon, however it does not appear to be practical to 

return the bridge to its original site for two main reasons.  

1. The bridge abutments have been modified and the ironwork would no longer 

fit. 
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2. The area suffers from vandalism and in the short term the iron structure would 

be at risk if it was returned to its original site.  

 

 

Plate 13. The abutments in 1973 (photo courtesy of the Ken Hoole Collection) 
 

 
Plate 14. A similar view in 2015. Tree cover will damage the stonework on the river 
bank and obscures the views of the abutments. The recently installed portakabin is an 
unsightly intrusion into the view. 
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The alterations made to the abutments means that they are suited in design terms at 

least, to accommodating a plate bridge in the future, should one be required as part 

of the re-opening of the 1825 S&DR line as a recreational rail trail.  

 

The environment around the abutments is poor and encourages vandalism, because 

the area looks uncared for. It is essentially waste ground with no indication that 

anything of value exists on the site. The wider area includes the railway embankment 

and some stone boundary walls, the station and is also the meeting point with the 

branch line to Bishop Auckland. This offers an opportunity for a landscaping scheme 

to enhance the setting of the monument which would also enhance the aesthetic 

interest of the setting and potentially the ecological and communal interests of the 

area. Any landscaping scheme should seek to make better visual links between the 

different aspects of railway heritage including the accommodation bridge, the 

embankments for both railway lines, the station, the boundary walls and bridge 

abutments. It should retain the gap in the embankment where the north (now lost) 

accommodation bridge was located (G2).  

 

The south abutment in particular is suffering from self seeded vegetation which 

needs to be controlled. The un-managed bushes hide the ornate stonework of the 

bridge abutment and its sweeping wing wall with string coursing and rounded pillar 

terminus. As a result it cannot be appreciated and the self seeded trees on top of the 

abutment will also be causing root damage. Self seeded vegetation also disconnects 

the visual links between the bridge abutments and the accommodation bridge. 

 

The newly located portakabin detracts from the view of the abutments which sadly 

frame the view of the portakabin from the footbridge (west) side. This should be 

removed. 

 

The Accommodation Bridge (Site no. G18) 

Accommodation bridges were constructed where the new line cut across land in one 

ownership and access to parts of that landholding would therefore be cut off. The 

S&DR under estimated the need and consequently the costs, of providing such 

bridges. The general committee presented shareholders with a report on the 9th 

September 1825 stating that unforeseen expenditure had been incurred building the 

railway line because of the necessity of purchasing land, paying for damages to 

tenants, ‘exceeding by £18,000 the estimate made as to the value of the land, 
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together with the great expense of erecting occupation bridges, which your 

committee did not anticipate....’24 There was therefore no particular design for these 

bridges at the outset and instead they appear to have been tailor made to suit the 

individual needs of the landowner and occupier of the time. The land affected by the 

railway line and the river bridge was owned by Sir Robert Johnson Eden Bart., and 

farmed by Henry Thompson.25 The line would cut through Thompson’s land and so 

an accommodation bridge would be required to allow the farmer access to both sides 

of the line and to permit access to the fording point on the river.  

 

Figure 12. 1st ed OS 25 inch map showing the bridge crossing and the accommodation 
arch with a track joining West Auckland to a fording point in the river. Note another 
accommodation bridge (G2) just to the north that leads to a small sliver of land east of 
the river and is extended to include the later branch line (G18) 

 

The original design of the accommodation bridge is not certain, because the top 

appears to have been removed some time ago. Most accommodation bridges on the 

1825 route had rounded arched tops and the next accommodation arch to the north 

(G2) conformed to this style and had stone wings, similar in style to that built at 

Brusselton. However a sketch of the track bed plans for NER dating to 192526 show 

the accommodation bridge with a timber deck and cast iron girders. This is the same 

treatment of alteration that took place on the Gaunless Bridge in 1901 and so is likely 

to have the same date.  

                                                      
24 Jeans 1974, 63 
25 Stephenson’s Book of Reference September 1822 DRO Q/D/P/8/2 
26 NRM DS 14/E Box 231  
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Figure 13. A sketch of a nearby accommodation arch (G2) to the north for comparative 
purposes. This was very narrow at 6 feet wide and a height of only 6 foot 6 inches.  

 

  
Figure 14. A sketch of the accommodation bridge (or cattle creep as it was referred to) 
at the Gaunless in 1925 suggesting that its deck had been replaced with iron girders 
and a timber deck. As this is similar to the process of alteration that took place on the 
Gaunless Bridge, the date of this alteration may have also been 1901. 
 

By 1925, the width of the bridge between the two abutments was 8 foot 10 inches 

(2.69m) as was the height. Each abutment was 16 foot 5 inches on the north side 

and 16 foot 2 inches on the south side. Given the height of the abutments, if they 

were at their original size prior to the demolition of the south side, then any arch 

springing from them would be too high for the rail track. This therefore suggests that 

the abutments were increased in height in order to accommodate the iron girders and 

timber decking which would be level and fit below the railway line. The lines shown 

on the bridge wing walls on figure 13 (left) may show the original wing wall height 

prior to the alterations. By 1925, the bridge was being referred to as a cattle creep 

suggesting that its primary use was to move cattle between the fields on either side 

of the railway line. 
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It is not known when the decking was removed from the accommodation bridge, but 

the two bridge abutments survived until October 2015, although they suffered from 

vegetation cover, neglect and some vandalism.  

 

Plate 15. The accommodation bridge looking east prior to demolition. The wall to the 
right was destroyed in October 2015 and the embankment behind it cut back. (Photo 
taken 2014 and courtesy of Trevor Horner, Brusselton Incline Group) 
 

 

Plate 16. The accommodation bridge looking west prior to the demolition of the 
abutment on the left. Photo taken in July 2015 (courtesy of Michael O’Neill).  
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Plate 17. The surviving north abutment wall. The large stones may mark where the 
bridge was heightened to take a girder and timber decking and so the original arch 
may have sprung from the courses below (highlighted) 
 

The attractive north wing wall survives and sweeps round to form a boundary wall to 

the embankment and then joins the 

wing wall of the Gaunless Bridge. 

The angle between the two is 

defined with a rounded pillar on 

each side of the embankment which 

was topped with a rounded cope, 

although both had gone since 

2009.27  This pillar and cope 

detailing was also to be found on 

the north bridge abutment, but this 

has been cut down to ground level. 

A stone gatepost also survives on 

                                                      
27 A photo taken on 28.9.2009 with the round cope on the pillar intact is available on 
http://www.geograph.org.uk/photo/1517116 [accessed 16.12.15], however it was not present 
on photos dating to 2007 

Plate 18. One of the large stones which were 
probably used to support the plate girders on 
the replacement deck c.1901 – presumably from 
the demolished south side 
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the north abutment side. The opposing wing wall on the east side of the bridge 

survives less well. It has been reduced to rubble in places and is about eight courses 

high. It has been in this condition for some time (see plate 19).  

 

Plate 19. The surviving north wing/boundary wall with rounded column at the bend with 
the river bridge wing wall and some surviving rounded cope stones along the top. 
Photo taken December 2015 
 

 
Plate 20. The same view in 2005 for comparison. This wing/ boundary wall is largely 
untouched, but requires consolidation. 
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The abutment wall survives virtually to its post 1901 height of 2.69m, allowing for 

some loss of ballast from the top. Large dressed stones might mark the point where 

the girders met the abutment wall. Three such stones survive on the wall and another 

is currently located on site nearby and is presumably from the demolished abutment. 

The embankment also appears to have been cut back on its south side by about 

2.5m at its base and as much as 5.11m at the top. Material from its truncation has 

been spread across its surface and track tyres have damaged the surface where 

heavy machinery has been taken across the embankment. 

 

          

Plate 21. Left: The matching rounded column on the Gaunless river bridge wing wall. 
Right: the surviving gatepost on the north abutment wall 
 

Plate 22. The remaining north abutment after the south abutment was demolished. The 
embankment also appears to have been cut back by about 2.5m at its base and as 
much as 5.11m at the top. The ranging pole is 1m wide and the original gap was 2.69m 
wide – the dashed line marks the approximate position of the other bridge abutment 
and embankment prior to demolition.  
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The significance of the accommodation bridge 

Each accommodation bridge on the 1825 line appears to have been unique; 

designed to meet the needs of the land owner or occupier in 1823-5 and not to any 

accepted design. This makes each one of significance because of its unique qualities 

and the design, including width and height, can tell us something about what the land 

was used for when the railway first went through. That makes it of considerable 

archaeological interest.  

 

 
Plate 23. The remains of the wing wall on the east side of the remaining abutment 
 

The loss of the arch probably between 1901 and 1925 and the south abutment in 

2015 is a loss of significance and in particular it is a loss of its former considerable 

architectural interest. However it still retains limited architectural interest because one 

wall survives. However there are few records of this wall prior to its demolition 

because the extent of vegetation cover meant that it was often shrouded in draping 

ivy. The destruction of two thirds of the structure (arch and south abutment) means 

that much of its special interest is archaeological – the remaining abutment contains 

vertical archaeology relating to its construction and alteration while the 

archaeological interest of the ground beneath the whole structure is potentially of 

some interest. The cutting back of the embankment is also a loss of archaeological 

information, but this can be replicated to a certain extent by creating a clean section 

across the newly exposed north end and an archaeological record made. This, if 
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done properly, should reveal the make up of the embankment which is an area not 

much studied in this part of the line.   

 

Moving forward.... 

The stonework remains on site and so the abutment should be re-erected at its 

original width so that the scale of the structure can continue to be appreciated. The 

scale and size of the original bridge is an important aspect of understanding how the 

line worked and so it is not recommended that it be returned with a wider opening. 

The large dressed stone can be replaced in the newly restored abutment. This 

should be opposite the matching stone on the north side. In due course, if a long-

distance rail trail is established, it will create two supporting structures from which 

new decking could be erected at its early 20th century height of 8ft 10inches (2.69m). 

There is insufficient evidence to restore the bridge to its pre 20th century form. 

 

Some missing architectural elements may still be found around the site. The round 

cope on the column adjoins the river bridge wing wall and variously appears and 

disappears from photos and is currently missing. It might still be on site and if 

consolidation and vegetation removal is carried out, it may yet come to light.  

 

The exposed end of the railway embankment should first be cleaned and then recut 

under archaeological supervision to expose the stratigraphy which should be 

recorded archaeologically and help fill in gaps in our knowledge regarding the 

construction methods of the line and the source of ballast. New material may then 

have to be imported to fill the gap between the embankment and the newly restored 

abutment and this should be clearly marked to distinguish it from the historic material 

for future reference. The material spread across the embankment should be left as 

removing it without causing further damage would be too difficult and the damage 

caused by track tyres can be left to green over.  

 

The portakabin should be removed to a visually less obtrusive position. The gatepost 

should be left intact, but there is no objection to the restored opening between the 

abutments being gated. 

 

The site has been suffering from self seeded tree cover and unmanaged shrubbery. 

This needs to be addressed and the site better managed. The surviving abutment 

should be repointed in a lime mortar to prolong its life and the stonework on the east 
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side of the north abutments requires consolidation. Archaeological recording should 

take place first to record the structure as found. The west side of the wing/boundary 

wall to the north also requires consolidation and strengthening, particularly where 

there is an erosion scar caused by people trying to access the top of the Gaunless 

Bridge abutment (south side). 

 

4.0 Conclusion 

The development of the rail network required the preparation of straight, flat routes 

and necessitated the crossing of widely varied terrain through a series of engineering 

works including tunnels, cuttings, embankments, incline planes, bridges and 

viaducts. As an integral part of the railway network, bridges are representative of a 

technological and engineering phenomenon that was initiated in Britain and allowed 

the industrial revolution to flourish, permanently transforming the socioeconomic 

status of the country. As such, early, well-preserved or architecturally outstanding 

examples of railway bridges are deemed to be of national importance.28 The modern 

railway transport network began with the opening of the Stockton and Darlington 

Railway in 1825 followed by rapid expansion throughout the 19th and early 20th 

century. This early pioneering phase of the development of the railways has 

significance on a world-wide scale and so this international importance extends to the 

surviving elements of the line which should be protected.  

 

The Gaunless Bridge is significant for a number of reasons. While it exists in two 

parts (the abutments on site and the ironwork in York), it is an innovative and unique 

structure with high rarity value. Its design marks a particular technological 

achievement at a very early date with the use of both cast and wrought iron, 

lenticular truss design and no use of rivets or bolts. It appears to have inspired other 

similar designs, although not on a large scale. It also has strong associations with 

George Stephenson who designed it and is therefore of considerable historic interest. 

Some images of the bridge prior to 1901 when it was altered do survive, as do a 

number of 1901 and later plans. This contributes towards its historic interest.   

 

The sweeping wing walls and elegant abutments with string coursing add to its 

architectural interest, although this could be better appreciated if the site of the 

abutments was better managed through vegetation control. The recent erection of a 

                                                      
28 Historic England, MPP description of railway bridges 
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portakabin on the south bank is a visual intrusion that is unfortunately framed by the 

two abutments.  

 

The wider setting is of considerable archaeological interest but needs improving. In 

its current form, the site invites vandalism as it currently appears uncared for.  

 

The need for accommodation arches came as a rather unexpected and expensive 

surprise once construction of the line was underway.  As a result, the design of 

accommodation arches appears to have been made on an ad-hoc basis and tailor 

made to the needs of the owner or occupier. The arch at the Gaunless was 8ft 10 

inches wide, but the next accommodation bridge north was only six feet wide and this 

was demolished sometime after 1974. The surviving accommodation arch at 

Brusselton is and was 11 feet 5 inches wide. Therefore, the original size of the 

accommodation bridge at the Gaunless should be restored because it is part of its 

significance, although as there is no evidence for its arch, this cannot be restored, 

although two abutments will allow a deck to be returned in due course if required.  

 

Those parts of the accommodation bridge that have not been destroyed, are still 

suffering from neglect, unmanaged vegetation and vandalism. This needs to be 

addressed before other losses are incurred.  

 

The embankment has also been damaged, and this should be recorded 

archaeologically with a machine cut section across its newly exposed north end so 

that the damage can be mitigated through enhanced archaeological information on 

the construction methods used to construct the embankment in 1822-3. 
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Appendix 1. Additional sites to be added to the HER 
 

Temp 
no.  

Site name  Site type Easting Northing Date Source 

G1 West Auckland Mill Race Mill race 418546 526509 19th C 1st ed OS 6 inch 

G2 Accommodation Bridge Accommodation Bridge 418596 526518 19th C 1st ed OS 6 inch 

G3 Ford east of West Auckland Ford 418765 526467 19th C 1st ed OS 6 inch 

G4 Weir Weir 418963 526371 19th C 1st ed OS 6 inch 

G5 Signal Post (site of) Signal post  418645 526547 19th C 2nd ed OS 6 inch 

G6 Footbridge Footbridge 418577 526504 20th C 2nd ed OS 6 inch 

G7 West Auckland Station Master's House Railway Station House 418494 526615 1871 2nd ed OS 6 inch 

G8 Signal Post Signal post 418550 526560 19th C 2nd ed OS 6 inch 

G9 Boundary Stone Boundary Stone 418514 526587 19th C 2nd ed OS 6 inch 

G10 Signal Post (site of) Signal post 418991 526546 19th C 2nd ed OS 6 inch 

G11 Signal Post (site of) Signal post 419057 526558 19th C 2nd ed OS 6 inch 

G12 Riverbank wall Wall 418598 526489 19th C site visit 4.12.15 

G13 Boundary wall Wall 418588 526518 19th C site visit 4.12.15 

G14 Locomotive Inn Public house 418689 526706 19th C 2nd ed OS 6 inch 

G15 Coke Ovens (site of) Coke Ovens 418226 526803 19th C 2nd ed OS 6 inch 

G16 Accommodation Bridge Accommodation Bridge 418643 526474 1823-5 1st ed 25 inch OS map 

G17 S&DR Railway embankment Railway 418630 526515 1823-5 Quarter Sessions Maps 
1823 by George 
Stephenson 

G18 S&DR Railway embankment Tunnel 
Branch 

Railway 418630 526549 1856 1st ed OS 6 inch 

G19 Rosslyn House House 418540 526617 20th C 3rd ed OS 

G20 Gatepost Gatepost 418643 526472 19th C? Site visit 4.12.15 
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Figure 15. Sites to be added to the HER – wider area 
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Figure 16. Sites to be added to the HER - detail 



Statement of Significance for the Gaunless Bridge and Accommodation Bridge 
 

40 

Archaeo-Environment Ltd for Blackett-Ord Conservation 

 

Appendix 2 

This assessment of significance includes an assessment of the nature, extent and level of significance of the heritage asset and how 

this helps to understand its significance. The nature of the heritage assets is divided into archaeological, architectural, artistic or historic 

interest in order to comply with National Planning Policy.  

 

Within this report the following terms are used to define the level of significance and are designed to aid informed conservation and the 

need to balance heritage significance with the wider public benefit of the proposal which is the spirit of PPS5: 

Considerable: aspects of the site considered as seminal to the archaeological, architectural, artistic or historic significance of the site, 

the alteration or development of which would destroy or significantly compromise the integrity of the site.   

Some: aspects that help to define the archaeological, architectural, artistic or historic significance of the site, without which the 

character and understanding of place would be diminished but not destroyed.  

  

Limited: aspects which may contribute to, or complement, the archaeological, architectural, artistic or historic significance of the site but 

are not intrinsic to it or may only have a minor connection to it, and the removal or alteration of which may have a degree of impact on 

the understanding and interpretation of the place. 

Unknown: aspects where the significance is not clearly understood possibly because it is masked or obscured and where further 

research may be required to clarify its significance. 

 

None:  aspects which may make a negative contribution or a neutral contribution where its loss would make no difference to our 

understanding and interpretation of the place. 

 


