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THE S&DR 1830 HAGGERLEASES BRANCH LINE 
 

ñLet our neighbours admire and imitate!ò1 

On the 1st October 1830 the Haggerleases branch line of the Stockton & Darlington Railway 

(S&DR) was fully opened with speeches, toasts and a cold collation, processions of coal 

laden waggons and a coach of ladies. Banners and flags waved and the Staindrop amateur 

band thumped out the companyôs favourite opening day tunes2 from adapted waggons.3  

This was the second opening of the branch line; the first celebrating the nearly complete 

route in May that year, but this time with help from the West Auckland amateur band and a 

procession that started in Darlington. A flag waving in the breeze was inscribed óLet our 

neighbours admire and imitateô4 and so they did. Railways continued to spread across the 

world using the lessons learned by the Stockton & Darlington Railway and its team of 

talented engineers and brave investors. 

 

The S&DR mainline was now five years old and had created the model for the modern-day 

railway network with a permanent, timetabled, transport infrastructure, offering a successful 

combination of a mixed goods and passenger railway available to anyone to use in return for 

a fee. Its financial and technical success eventually inspired other railways to develop in the 

UK and across the world. The S&DR boosted local industries, changed the landscape and 

by promoting the railway as the new revolutionary form of transport, it helped to trigger a 

second wave of the industrial revolution.  

 

The Stockton & Darlington Railway had opened on the 27th September 1825. The 26-mile-

long mainline was located in North-East England in the historic County of Durham. It ran 

from the coal mines near Witton Park to the River Tees at Stockton, via Darlington and Yarm 

where there were two branch lines. The next five years were a period of phenomenal growth 

and investment with the completion of an additional four branch lines at Black Boy, Croft, 

Haggerleases and Middlesbrough. Over the following decades, as railways spread across 

the world, the S&DR also expanded its network of tracks reaching as far as Barnard Castle, 

Tebay, Redcar, Saltburn and Weardale. It was amalgamated with the North Eastern Railway 

in 1863.  

 

This historic environment audit, funded by Historic England, is about the 1830 Haggerleases 

Branch Line of the S&DR and what survives today. It also makes recommendations on 

conserving, interpreting, and accessing the remains. 

 

Report authors: Caroline Hardie with considerable support from other Friends of the 

Stockton & Darlington Railway, especially Ross Chisholm who did the groundwork and Niall 

Hammond for creating the GIS project. Photographs have been taken by the report authors 

and numerous Friends of the S&DR. Our photographs are populated by people because this 

is a community project and the community like to be in them. 

 

 
1 The closing statement of an account of the opening ceremony of the Haggerleases branch pointing 
out the remarkable expansion of the railway since 1825 and which was about to include the 
Middlesbrough branch. 
2 ñWeel may the Keel rowò and the ñBonnie Pit Laddieò, plus ómartial tunesô. 
3 Holmes 1975, 23 and the Durham Chronicle 9th October 1830 and 1st May 1830.  
4 Durham Chronicle 8th May 1830 
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1.0 THE HAGGERLEASES BRANCH LINE ï WHERE IS IT? 
The Haggerleases branch which opened in 1830, was 7.8 km (4.9 miles) long and linked its 

terminus at The Slack near Butterknowle (NZ 11438 25486) with the 1825 main line at St. 

Helen Auckland/West Auckland between the two inclines at Etherley and Brusselton (NZ 

11325 25387). It ran through the townships of West Auckland, Evenwood and Barony, 

Lyensack and Softley, Hamsterley and Cockfield, terminating at Hagger Leases Lane from 

which the branch obtained its name.5 

 

 
 

Figure 1. The location and route of the 1830 Haggerleases Branch Line.  

  

 
5 Confusingly, the Ordnance Survey briefly allocated this name to a stretch of the Brusselton Incline W 
of New Shildon on their 1st ed maps ï this is not he Haggerleases Branch discussed in this report. 

© Crown copyright 2022. All rights 

reserved. Licence number 100042279 
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2.0 POLICY BACKGROUND 
 

Since 2014, the Friends of the S&DR have worked closely with the local planning authorities 

to ensure that there are planning policies in place to protect the remains of the Stockton & 

Darlington railway. The Haggerleases branch falls within Durham County Council local 

planning authority. The Durham County Plan was adopted in 2020 and includes an S&DR 

specific policy 46: 

 

Development which impacts upon the historic route of the Stockton and Darlington 

Railway (S&DR) of 1825, the Black Boy and Haggerleases branch lines and the 

Surtees Railway, together with their associated structures, archaeological and 

physical remains and setting, will be permitted where the proposal: 

a. seeks to reinstate a legible route or enhance any physical remains and their 

interpretation on the ground, and otherwise respects and interprets the route(s) where 

those remains no longer exist; 

b.  safeguards and enhances access (including walking and cycling) to, and 

alongside, the route, branch lines and associated structures, archaeological remains 

and their setting; 

c.  does not encroach upon or result in the loss of the original historic route(s), 

damage the trackbed excepting archaeological or preservation works, or prejudice the 

significance of the asset; and 

d.  does not prejudice the development of the S&DR as a visitor attraction or 

education resource. 

 

 

 
 
Figure 2. The Cockfield Village Conservation Area includes the Cockfield Fell Scheduled Monument 
and the western length of the Haggerleases branch line.  
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Figure 3. The Cockfield Fell Scheduled Monument with the Haggerleases branch shown in a dark red 
dashed line. Scheduling recognises the national importance and good quality of survival of the 
remains on the Fell and is a high level of protection outside the planning process. 

 

The west end of the Haggerleases branch also has an additional level of protection. The 

whole of the section west of Low Lands is inside the Cockfield Conservation Area and the 

remains of the Lands Viaduct and a small length of the branch is within the boundary of the 

Cockfield Fell Scheduled Monument.  

 

There are only two listed buildings along the branch line, namely the Skew Bridge6 close to 

the west terminus and the adjacent railway indicator stone.7 Both are grade II.  

  

 
6 List entry no. 1121831 
7 List entry no. 1338611 
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3.0 HISTORIC BACKGROUND 
 

Prior to the Haggerleases branch line being constructed, coal could only be transported from 

the area along the Eggleston Coal Road of 1792. Lead could be brought down from 

Middleton in Teesdale and other North Pennine lead mining areas on the Allendale turnpike 

road of 1826. Both could then connect with the 1825 mainline at St. Helen Auckland. A 

branch line which linked these mining areas with the mainline could improve considerably 

the export of coal and lead to a wider domestic and national market. 

  

The first Act of Parliament of 1821 consenting the Stockton & Darlington Railway did make 

provision for branch lines, but the Haggerleases was not one of them. Instead, a branch line 

was proposed óécommencing at or near Norlees House, in the Township of West Auckland, 

and terminating at or near Evenwood Lane, in the said County of Durham.ô8 This Evenwood 

branch was intended to serve some collieries such as Norwood Colliery but not others 

further west. Pressure was brought to bear from those with business interests nearer 

Copley, Butterknowle and the lead producing areas for an alternative branch that would 

better serve their interests.  

 

As early as 1820, George Overton when revising his survey of the proposed line (fig 4), 

noted that by creating a branch line along the foot of Cockfield Fell and terminating at 

Haggerleases Lane where there was a junction with several roads, that it ówill furnish an 

opportunity of sending the lead and other produce of the adjacent country down to the port 

of Stocktonô.9 This was not the plan that received Royal Assent in 1821 however.  

  

Overtonôs route of the mainline, and branch lines at Darlington, Yarm, Evenwood and Black 

Boy was reviewed by George Stephenson in 1821. He noted that the Evenwood branch as 

consented, was not the best route as:  

 

óéit would be attended with considerable excavations and embankments; it is also an 

ascending line with the loaded Wagons which if possible ought always to be avoided: 

another objections arises to this Branch viz that all the Coals moving thereon would have to 

descend the inclined plan from Norlees Lane to West Aucklandô. 10 

 

He suggested an alternative route from Evenwood Lane, closer to the Gaunless which would 

require fewer cuttings and embankments and have óa very desirable descent for the loaded 

waggonsô. 11 

 

The S&DR mainline and branches had been authorised by two Acts of Parliament in 1821 

and 1823 but on the 17th May 1824 another Act was obtained to permit (amongst other 

things) the raising of £50,000 more capital to fund an alternative Haggerleases branch. It 

 
8 An Act for making and maintaining a Railway or Tramroad from the River Tees at Stockton, to Witton 
Park Colliery with several Branches therefrom, all in the County of Durham. Opening paragraph. (19th 
April 1821.) 
9 Q/D/P 7 Stockton and Darlington Railway, with five branches, by George Overton, engineer, and 
David Davies, surveyor, 1820 Deposited 30 September 1820. Authorised by Stockton and Darlington 
Railway Act, 1821 (1 & 2 George IV, c.xliv) 
10 TNA RAIL 667/166 Stephensonôs report to subscribers 
11 ibid 
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also required the S&DR to complete works on the Haggerleases branch within five years, but 

made provision for an additional two years due to unforeseen circumstances.12 The route 

approved had been surveyed in 1823 under the supervision of Robert Stephenson by John 

Dixon.  

 

Robert Stephensonôs new route was, according to the S&DR Committee meeting in July 

1824, on a lower level to get a more uniform rate of descent, than the earlier routes 

considered.13 This would require a larger number of óoccupation bridgesô than budgeted for 

and so an additional loan from Gurney & Co. was required.  On the plus side, it was 

accepted that the new route would give access to a greater number of minerals14 and would 

better serve the collieries of Butterknowle and Copley Bent (owned by the Rev. Wm. L. 

Prattman who was an S&DR shareholder and who had acquired the mines from his wife) 

and Cockfield Colliery (owned by J. Backhouse).15 These additional bridges still survive 

today. 

 

 
Figure 4. Overtonôs plan of 1820 with the earlier proposed branch on a slightly different alignment to 
the Haggerleases branch as built. The route eventually chosen was closer to the river Gaunless which 
had to be crossed with three bridges.16 

 
12 Stockton to Witton Park Railway Act, 1824 (5 George IV, c.xlviii) in Local and Personal Statutes 
series, 5 Geo 4, Cap 1-49, 1824, pp.929-944    
13 TNA RAIL667-8 minutes 1821-36 
14 ibid 
15 Kirby 1993,70 
16 DRO Q/D/P 7 
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Figure 5. The route of the branch line as approved in the 1824 Act of Parliament in red with the earlier 
Evenwood branch relinquished in black. The survey, dated 1823, was the responsibility of Robert 
Stephenson who contracted the surveyor John Dixon (DRO Q/D/P 9/1).  

 

Works started shortly after the Act was obtained in 1824 but by September 1825, when the 

mainline opened, only half a mile had been built of the Haggerleases branch.    

 

 
Figure 6. Report of the S&DR Committee óthat the Main Line, with the Darlington and Yarm Branches 
and a part of the Hagger Leases Branch will be ready for Public Traffic by the 26th Inst and your 
Committee recommends the Grand opening of the Railway to take place on the following day ïó (TNA 
RAIL 667/8) 

This delay in opening the full length of the branch was not popular amongst the coal owning 

shareholders in the south west of Durham who looked forward to being able to access the 

London market via the new branch line.  
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Durham County Advertiser: February 11th. 1826 
We are informed that a large and powerful steam engine, lately erected at Old 
Butterknowle colliery, in this county, commenced its operations on the 13th. ult. Amidst the 
cheers of a large concourse of people, who were attracted by the novelty and interest of 
the spectacle, and amongst whom refreshments were liberally distributed. The engine, 
which is placed at the lowest point of the Old Butterknowle and Copley Bent seams, will 
drain an extensive tract of superior coal, and on the completion of the projected branch of 
the Darlington Railway to these collieries, will facilitate the supply to the London market, 
as well as to the surrounding country. 
 

By 16th November 1827 the decision was taken to continue works on the Haggerleases 

Branch under the supervision of Thomas Storey. Discussions took place with the 

representatives of the Earl of Strathmoreôs Estate who owned much of the land upon which 

the branch line would run. In a letter of 26th November 1827, the draft agreement allowed the 

S&DR to rent the required land from the estate with a future option to buy in return for 

constructing the branch which would also benefit the Estate. It also allowed adjacent colliery 

owners to lease the necessary land to construct sidings between the collieries and the 

branch.17 

 

On the 23rd May 1828 another Bill received Royal Assent including a clause designed to 

appease shareholder and colliery owner the Rev. Prattman, which would compel the railway 

company to begin construction of the remainder of the Haggerleases Branch within 3 months 

and to complete it within 3 years. Work recommenced on the Branch in July 1828 and the 

pressure was on to complete.18 

  

THOMAS STOREY (1789-1859) 
 
Storey was one of the many talented people brought to the S&DR through their 
connections with George Stephenson. Born in Makemerich near Ponteland and 
educated at Stamfordham, he served an apprenticeship as a mining engineer in 
Lancashire, then Wales and Shropshire. He was related to George Stephenson 
through marriage to his wife Elizabeth and so he was released from his employment 
in 1822 in order to join Stephenson on the Stockton & Darlington Railway. He moved 
to St. Helen Auckland to be near his work and spent the rest of his life there.  
 
Between 1822 and 1825, Thomas was in charge of the construction of the S&DR 
from Witton Park to Heighington Lane (now on the edge of Newton Aycliffe). He 
oversaw the construction of the first enginemenôs houses.  
 
As engineer to the S&DR,19 his work included supervising the construction of the 
Haggerleases branch line, designing the skew bridge near the terminus, surveying 
the Middlesbrough branch line (and the alternative route not chosen at Haverton 
Hill) in 1827. He attended parliamentary committees to be cross examined on the 
proposed Middlesbrough branch in 1828, designed a stone bridge to cross the old 
route of the river Tees, oversaw and contracted out the work on the Middlesbrough 
branch ï much of his work overlapping with his work on the Haggerleases.20 He also 

 
17 TNA RAIL 667/284 
18 Proud 1998, 21 
19 Bill Fawcett pers comm, quoted in Archaeo-Environment 2013, 26 
20 Archaeo-Environment 2018, 45 
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designed and oversaw the construction of the Goods Shed at North Road in 
Darlington between 1832-3, designed new bridges as part of the widening of the 
S&DR mainline in 1831-3 and trained up the S&DRôs next engineer John Harris who 
took over in 1836.21  
 
No wonder at the opening ceremony of the Haggerleases branch, one of the many 
toasts was to óï ñMr Storeyò, to whose professional skill and individual 
perseverance the Company and the public are alike indebtedò.22 
 
He was the consulting engineer for the Prince of Wales tunnel at Shildon. He 
projected and formed the Great North of England Railway, of which he was the 
Engineer-in-chief. That included surveying the line between Darlington and York and 
building 77 bridges between the two towns. Only one of them collapsed!  
 
He also projected and formed the Auckland and Weardale Railway, built the first 
Bishop Auckland station, and he was engaged on various other lines.  
 
After leaving the NER he set up a smaller business in St. Helen Auckland. In that 
capacity he built houses including a row in Flintoff Street (off Newgate Street) in 
Bishop Auckland in the mid 1840s. 23 Flintoff was his daughter Hannahôs married 
name.  

 
óIn person, Mr. Storey was tall and 
athletic, and capable of undergoing 
great fatigue. He possessed great 
decision of character, and was 
deservedly respected for his strict 
integrity and honesty of purpose. He 
was as scrupulously just, as an 
employer, towards those who served 
under him, as he had been when an 
agent, to those under whom he served. 
During the last few years, he lived in 
retirement, his health not permitting 
him to undertake any great public 
work.ô24 
 
He lived on what is now called Manor 
Road in St. Helen Auckland at the time 
of his death (at the time this was called 

Main Road or Front Street).25 He died after a short illness, on the 15th of October 
1859, aged seventy years old.26 This was only three days after Robert Stephenson 
whose death dominated the local press.  
 

 
21 Archaeo-Environment 2013, 83 and List Entry Numbers: 1478390, 1478497, 1478498 for surviving 
listed bridges designed by Storey between School Aycliffe and Darlington 
22 Durham Chronicle 8th May 1830 
23 Chris Lloyd ï 2011. The Northern Echo. 
https://www.thenorthernecho.co.uk/history/8799887.career-line/ [accessed 180122] 
24 Thomas Storey Obituary 1860 ICE Virtual Library p182 Accessed 
https://www.icevirtuallibrary.com/doi/pdf/10.1680/imotp.1860.23616 17/01/22 
25 Thank you to John Raw for this information obtained from the 1841 and 1851 census returns. 
26 Thomas Storey Obituary 1860 ICE Virtual Library p182 Accessed 
https://www.icevirtuallibrary.com/doi/pdf/10.1680/imotp.1860.23616 17/01/22  

https://www.thenorthernecho.co.uk/history/8799887.career-line/
https://www.icevirtuallibrary.com/doi/pdf/10.1680/imotp.1860.23616
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Thomas is buried in the churchyard at St Helenôs and his house has since been 
demolished to create Challoner Way. 
 

 

By September 1829, the first bridge over the Gaunless was finished (at the east end) and 

the second was in progress.  Contracts to build other bridges were let in August 1829 and 

February 1830.27 The contractors were obliged to source their own stone, although one 

tender for building a bridge at óthe terminusô stated that they would óaccording to plan and 

specification finding all materials excepting the centreô.28 Although the tender suggests that 

this is the last bridge of the line, the fact that the central stone was to be sourced elsewhere, 

suggests that this was the skew bridge and was to be commissioned differently from the 

others.  

 

Stone (óFreestoneô) was also sourced in leases dated July 1830 between George Dixon 

(junior) of Cockfield and George Stephenson (senior) (not the engineer George Stephenson 

father of Robert who was now working elsewhere). This also included stone to make sleeper 

blocks (two pence each) measuring 18 inches square and 10 inches thick. Walling stones 

and ashlar were also to be sourced from the same quarry in Cockfield. As part of this 

agreement, George Dixon was required to clear the surface of the site of óearth, stones and 

rubbishô down to solid stone, or to pay George Stephenson to do so. The stones were to be 

loaded from the quarry into waggons which were to run on his own private railway óat the 

Railway Pit on Cockfield Fellô. As part of this agreement, George Stephenson was to find 

additional rails to extend the private railway westwards, providing that Thomas Storey didnôt 

object. 29  

 

On the 27th April 1830, Richard Otley of the S&DR Railway Office submitted a notice to the 

Durham County Advertiser: óHAGGER LEASES BRANCH RAILWAY will be opened, AS 

FAR AS COCKFIELD FELL, for general traffic..ô on Saturday the 1st May. The day was 

reported in the Durham Chronicle on the 8th May 1830 30 and followed a now well-

established format with a procession of railway coaches carrying about 30 people each from 

Darlington and several waggons from Brusselton, all drawn by horses. As the procession 

approached West Auckland the numbers of spectators gathered amounting to 3,000 people 

according to the excited reporter at the time. As with other openings organised by the S&DR, 

banners and flags waved boasting the company motto óPericulum privatum, utilitas 

publicaô,31 staff wore blue favours and a band was accommodated in especially fitted 

waggons to provide the musical accompaniment. 

 

By the 2nd October, the rest of the Haggerleases Branch opened to the public all the way to 

the terminus at Hagger Leases Lane (Butterknowle).32 To commemorate the opening, there 

was a gathering at the offices of the Butterknowle and Copley Collieries belonging to Rev. 

Prattman. Prattman provided the usual ócold collationô available at such events and took the 

opportunity to express concern about the numbers of accidents on railways. Joseph Pease 
 

27 TNA RAIL 677/289 
28 TNA RAIL 667/289/38 
29 TNA RAIL 667/239. Transcription by Molly Raine in Appendix E 
30 A full transcription by Simon Raine can be found in Appendix B 
31 At private risk for public service 
32 In this year, the S&DR also opened the Middlesbrough branch, and further afield, the Canterbury & 
Whitstable opened as did the Liverpool & Manchester Railway. 
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responded with a speech correcting some of the erroneous information that had been spread 

about accidents on the S&DR after the death of Lord Huskisson at the opening of the L&MR. 

This included mistaken figures in the press suggesting that the S&DR had suffered fifty 

casualties instead of fifteen.  

 

The rest of the opening day followed what was now a traditional opening ceremony: 

óAbout four oô clock, the company proceeded down the Railway in procession. A party of 

ladies occupied one of the Railway Companyôs coaches, followed by the Staindrop amateur 

band, in waggons fitted up for the purpose (and whose performances contributed much to 

enliven the day), and the rear was brought up by a number of waggons laden with coal, the 

workmen, &c., with banners bearing appropriate inscriptions. In this order they proceeded to 

St. Helenôs Auckland, where the company separated, highly gratified with the proceedings of 

the day.ô 33 

 

The multi-purpose use of the branch line was noted by the journalists in both accounts of the 

opening ceremonies:  

 

óéit is expected to yield a most ample return, as, independent of the traffic that will naturally 

arise in articles of general merchandize, it will afford a medium of easy and cheap 

communication and conveyance with the expensive and populous district in which the 

collieries of Norwood, Cockfield and Butterknowle, and the lead mines of Teesdale, are 

comprised, and in which are found, besides, inexhaustible quarries of white freestone and 

whinstone, the value and utility of which, for the purpose of building and road-making, are so 

well known and appreciated.ô 

 

This was reiterated in the account of the second opening: 

 

óThe Railway Branch now completed opens a communication with the Lead Mine district, 

terminating, as it does, at the road to Wolsingham, Middleton, &c., and actually on the great 

trap dyke which traverses the island, and from which an inexhaustible store of the best 

materials for the construction of roads may be sent down the line. These advantages, 

together with the long-established excellence of the Butterknowle and Copley coals, with 

which it is now in contact, promise to make this not only a very profitable undertaking for the 

Company, but an extensive benefit to the public.ô 

 

The Haggerleases Branch was therefore clearly designed to transport coal from the collieries 

and lead from the lead mines and Copley Lead Smeltmill34 to the mainline, but also to exploit 

the whinstone of Cockfield Fell and other general ómerchandizeô. It would also go on to offer 

a limited passenger trade to Lands and the terminus until passengers were transferred to the 

new S&DLUR in 1863.35 The railway company used the line to transport building stone from 

the quarries on the Fell to its other major project at Middlesbrough where they were 

extending the coal staithes. On the 30th August 1832, Mr Storey was sent a reminder that he 

was supposed to have sent some stone flags from the Haggerleases branch to be used at 

 
33 The full transcript by Julie Bee of the newspaper article published on the 9th October in the Durham 
Chronicle is available as Appendix C 
34 Listed grade II Entry no. 1338598 
35 Holmes 1975, 79, 96  
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the depots at the intermediate Middlesbrough staithe and also some stones for the 

foundations of the engine house at Bowesfield.36 

 

ROBERT STEPHENSON 
 

Unlike the 1825 mainline, George Stephenson had 
no formal role in surveying or constructing the 
Haggerleases branch. By mid-1824, he was 
engineer to the proposed Liverpool & Manchester 
Railway. Instead, he delegated responsibility to 
his twenty-one-year-old son Robert Stephenson 
who worked with John Dixon to survey the line in 
1823. Robertôs accounts for 1824 were 
reproduced in Roltôs biography of Robert and 
George:  
 
Rob. Stephenson: 
May 1824. 
To setting out, levelling & making Section of Haggar 
Leases Branch Railway    15 5 0 
To 34 Days attendance in London when the above 
Branch was before Parliament   35 14 0 
To Travelling Expenses and a Bill at the Imperial Hotel

                             20 0 0 

 
The Haggerleases branch was therefore the place where Robert cut his teeth on the 
art of railway engineering design and also acquired the skills and confidence to see 
it through Parliament, which was in fact the costliest part of his contract. Sadly, for 
the S&DR, Robert was already preparing to leave the country for Colombia and had 
little to do with the railway or the branch line subsequently. By the time he returned 
to the country in November 1827 his attentions were directed towards the Liverpool 
& Manchester Railway and his neglected locomotive works in Newcastle. Within 
three years of the Haggerleases opening he was engineer-in-chief for the London & 
Birmingham Railway (L&BR) and he wasnôt even thirty years old. 

 

The construction of the Haggerleases branch was a major expenditure at a time when the 

railway company was haemorrhaging money on its expansion and development. Between 

1825 when the mainline and two branches at Darlington and Yarm opened, the company 

also constructed the Black Boy branch in 1827, the Croft branch in 1829 and the 

Middlesbrough branch which opened only two months after the Haggerleases branch and 

included the construction of shipping staithes, a suspension bridge across the Tees and the 

planning of a whole new town. Indeed, by the time the Haggerleases branch opened, the 

S&DR network was, according to Joseph Pease, óbetween forty and fifty miles in extent, and 

is thus half as long again as the Liverpool and Manchester Railwayô.37 

 

The single track branch followed the north bank of the River Gaunless, crossing over to the 

south side for only two short lengths on fine stone arch bridges west of Spring Gardens and 

towards the terminus.  The gradient was gentle, falling only 60m (200ft) at an average rate of 

1/130.  There were no major embankments, deep cuttings or tunnels and the only bridge 

over it was the later Lands or Gaunless Viaduct of 1862-3 which carried the South Durham 

 
36 TNA RAIL 667/1042 
37 Durham Chronicle 9th October 1830 (see Appendix C) 
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and Lancashire Union Railway between Bishop Auckland and Barnard Castle. As with other 

parts of the S&DR, the line was marked with mileposts every quarter of a mile. Based on the 

Dixon plans of 1839, these were always on the north side of the track.38 The route also 

marked parish boundaries and one marker stone survives near the Skew Bridge. Level 

crossings took the line over the main roads at Spring Gardens, Ramshaw and Lands and 

more minor level crossings carried tracks and paths across the line accessed via five bar 

gates (shown on the Dixon plans).  

 

As with the single track mainline of 1825 there were passing places located near 

Thrushwood Colliery, between the 2 ½ and 2 ¾ mileposts (W of Evenwood), another on the 

approach to Lands from the E and another near Butterknowle Mill.39 Based on Dixonôs 

survey of 1839, the stretch from West Auckland to Spring Gardens was already double track 

by 1839. 40 

 

The first fatal accident on the Haggerleases occurred within only a few weeks of 
opening.  
 
óA young man named Geo. English, aged 20 years, unfortunately lost his life on 
Saturday last [30 Oct], on the Haggerleazes Branch of the Stockton and Darlington 
Railway, having in consequence of some obstruction, been pitched off the first of a 
long line of laden coal waggons, on which he was riding. Four of the waggons 
passed over him. Verdict- accidental Death. Deodand41 on the waggons Ã5.ô  
 
Durham County Advertiser November 5th. 1830 

 

The railway company continued to carry out additional works after the opening of the line. In 

1832 they contracted out the demolition and rebuilding of Butterknowle cornmill and mill race 

with an associated dwelling house for the miller- all located on the north side of the branch 

lien. It seems unusual for the railway company to invest in the construction of a water mill, 

especially as the Gaunless already powered four mills in 1823 along the proposed branch 

route at West Mill (at the future terminus and later called Gaunless Mill), the existing one at 

Butterknowle, Evenwood Mill and Heslopôs Mill (later Holme Mill) near Spring Gardens. 

There was also a mill at West Auckland on the south side of the Gaunless. Perhaps this was 

the S&DR looking to cash in on the power of the Gaunless and the newfound ability to export 

the produce cheaply? Afterall, the agricultural community had been targeted as potential 

customers on the opening day of the mainline in 1825 when a waggon was filled with sacks 

of flour to show that the railway wasnôt just about transporting coal, lime and lead, but also 

the produce from local farms to a wider domestic market. 

 

The Haggerleases, was in effect a feeder to the main line.42 The horse drawn waggons using 

the branch line carried merchandise from the coal fields and lead mines and roped up the 

Brusselton Incline and down the other side to Shildon to join steam locomotive trains.  The 

opening of the branch resulted in other collieries opening in the Evenwood and Ramshaw 

 
38 TNA RAIL 1037/450 
39 Ibid 
40 Ibid 
41 An object that becomes forfeited because it has caused a person's death, but presumably in this 
case a monetary equivalent was given to Englishôs family. 
42 Young 1975, 256 
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area including Lands Colliery (H. Stobart) and the Evenwood and Gordon Collieries (Durham 

County Coal Company) ï each linked to the branch line by private tramways. Within the first 

twelve years of operating, twelve collieries had connected to the line.43   

 

Surprisingly horses continued to be used on the branch until 1856,44 although in 1848 the 

engineer was asked to report on the cost of putting a small locomotive to work. His report 

stated that this would be too expensive, and the idea was shelved.45 An account of the use 

of horses amongst the Auckland collieries was published in the Darlington & Stockton Times 

on the 9th September 1854 which is worth reproducing in full.  

 

ñThe drivers of these ódandiesô deserve a word for the agility they display in taking the 

sidings. They leap off their seat in front and by running to the siding and turning it in an 

instant with a óswitchô they are ready to jump on again when the dandy comes up, the horse 

in the meantime not in the least slackening his pace. They also discard such useless 

appendages as reins and control the horse to admiration by shouting at the top of their 

voices. We had not proceeded far before we were cautioned to be on the look out for 

óLambs,ô who we were told, were coming to meet us. Not being at all apprehensive of any 

danger from such a cause, we thought the caution quite needless. It did not take long to be 

convinced of the contrary. The óLambs,ô we soon discovered, were a large proprietary who 

contract for the conveyance of the minerals from the collieries down the incline to Brusselton 

Bankfoot. It was to avoid being pounced upon by one of these self-impelled trains as they 

came around the numerous curves that we had been cautioned. These waggons can be 

stopped by a brake which is fixed to each, but it takes a little time to do so, and as the line is 

here anything but straight we had to be very careful how we proceeded. While waiting on 

one occasion in a siding for these óLambsô to pass, a train of 18 or 20 trucks and waggons 

swept past. These consisted chiefly of coal and coke waggons, but one or two which brought 

up the rear were filled with general merchandise and passengerséThe three last were 

devoted to the accommodation of the horses which had hauled the empty waggons up and 

which seemed to enjoy the ride down amazinglyéWith slight interruptions from the óLambs,ô 

who were signalled to our drivers by the men who were at work at the mouths of the pits on 

the left side of the valley and who by their elevated position would command an extensive 

view of the road, we pursued our way.ò (Darlington and Stockton Times, Sept. 9th, 1854).46 

 

The opening of the Tunnel Branch, bypassing the Brusselton inclines, in 1856 brought steam 

locomotives to the branch, requiring the track to be strengthened and doubled as far as 

Norwood Colliery at Ramshaw.   

 

The South Durham & Lancashire Union Railway (SDLU) which was authorised in 1857 and 

completed in 1863 ran up the Branch as far as Spring Gardens Junction from where it went 

on its own over higher ground and across the Lands Viaduct on its way to Barnard Castle 

and beyond.47 (It is not clear if the bridges near Spring Gardens had to be widened or if they 

were already built wide enough to accommodate the double track and locomotive use. A lack 

of access to the structures means that any alterations are not visible.) The SDLU, commonly 

 
43 Hutchinson 2006, 68 
44 Holmes 1975, 27 
45 Hoole 1974, 122 
46 Quoted in Tomlinson 1914, 527-8 
47 Holmes 1975, 37 and Hoole 1974, 123 
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known as the High Line had little impact on the coal trade of the Haggerleases, (or Low Line 

as it was commonly called), but its Cockfield and Evenwood stations captured what little 

passenger trade existed on the earlier Branch.  

 

 
Figure 7. The 1830 Haggerleases branch in blue. The dark red branch line running alongside (and at 
a higher level) is the later South Durham & Lancashire Union Railway authorised in 1857 and 
completed in 1863. The N-S red line in the top right is the mainline on Etherley Incline. Photo: Google 
Earth. 

 

 
Figure 8. 1839: J. & C. WALKERôS BRITISH ATLAS. A map of Durham County, showing railways, 
parliamentary boroughs, turnpike roads, and parks. Indicates coal pits and lead mines. Features 
shown include, the Haggerleases Branch railway line (but inexplicably stopping at Lands) and the 
S&DR mainline. 
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Figure 9. 1850: Bellôs map showing the Haggerleases Branch with adjoining collieries ï Evenwood, 
Little Gordon, Gordon along Gordon Beck, Norwood behind the Bridge pub, Old Norwood near Lands 
and Storey Lodge otherwise known as Cragwood colliery and Lands colliery.  DUL XL 553.2 BEL 
(accession 96,709) 

 

Historic maps show the changes over the years, leading to the height of activity towards the 

end of the nineteenth century by which time the branch served collieries at West Auckland, 

Randolph, West Tees, Gordon Gill drift, Norwood, Evenwood drift, Storey Lodge, drifts at 

Cragg Wood and Cockfield, Gordon House, North End, Millfield Grange, Quarry Pit, 

Diamond Pit, Butterknowle and Wham drift. The railway also served Cockfield quarry, 

Diamond pit brickworks and coke ovens at Butterknowle. The collieries alone including those 

served by the High Line, employed over 3,000 men leading to the growth of workersô 

housing.48 

 

 
Figure 10. OS Sheet 32 - Barnard Castle (Hills) Publication date:  1897 showing the later High Line 
(SDLU) is clear, but the narrow 1830 branch is also shown running parallel and to the south. 

 

 
48 Hutchinson 2006, 68 
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The twentieth century marked the decline of the south west Durham coalfield especially after 

the Second World War.49  Some mines were revived during the minersô strike of the 1980s 

such as Norwood Colliery. Storey Lodge Colliery was worked as a private drift mine by 

Teasdale's (under license) in the late 1960s, early 1970s. Most of the land to the north of the 

Gaunless, east of Lands and west of Ramshaw was worked under license by a private 

opencast firm c.1990-95.  Most of the land south of the Gaunless river between Evenwood 

and West Auckland was worked by the British Coal Opencast Executive c.1988-90.50 

Eventually all the mines, coke works and quarries in the valley closed.  The branch, as well 

as the High Line, closed in 1963, apart from a short stretch as far as Spring Gardens which 

continued to serve the Randolph coke works at Evenwood until 1969.51 Once closed, the 

tracks were lifted, buildings demolished, and the former mining areas reclaimed using 

substantial government funded reclamation schemes.  

 

The Haggerleases trackbed survives for most of its length.  It no longer carries waggons of 

coal and stone hauled by horses and locomotives, but it still carries people under their own 

steam, on foot, bicycle, push chair and wheelchair for its entire length.  The Haggerleases 

lives on in what has since become attractive peaceful countryside. 

  

 
49 Holmes 1975, 57 
50 Kevin Richardson pers comm 
51 Hutchinson 2006, 69 
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4.0 THE TRACKBED AUDIT 
 

The following describes the 7.8 km route of the Haggerleases Branch from its junction with 

the main line at St. Helen Auckland to its terminus at The Slack, near Butterknowle.  Each 

section describes the access to the route of the branch line, the heritage assets that survive 

and any management recommendations to help conserve or interpret the remains. The 

sections run from E to W. The numbering used is the reference on the GIS database created 

as part of this and other S&DR trackbed audits covering the 1825 mainline and the 

branches. This database will be given to the local planning authority to help inform future 

development proposals and also to the various managing agencies along the line. The whole 

S&DR database consists of over 1,200 records, of which 252 relate to the Haggerleases 

Branch. Extracts from the GIS mapping are shown at the beginning of each section. This is 

designed to indicate the density of features only but full details will be available from the 

Durham Historic Environment Record in due course. 

 

4.1 St Helen Auckland to Spring Gardens (1.5 km)  

Ownership in 1823: Sir Robert Johnson Eden, Baronet (plots 1-6) with George Wade owning 

a parcel of land immediately east of the turnpike road (now the A68) (plot 7). 

Occupancy from east to west in 1824: Francis Thompson (1-2), John Thubron (3-4), John 

Garry (5-6) and George Wade (7).52 

 

The Branch left the main line at the southern side of the level crossing on Station Road and 

curved left for approximately 90 degrees before heading west to what is now called Spring 

Gardens.   

 

Access 

A small area of open green space on the corner of Station Road and Leazes Lane marks 

where the branch line peeled off the mainline, but the route then runs under the modern 

Northbridge Park housing estate with no through route for anyone wishing to walk the line.  

 

The reclamation of the former West Auckland Colliery (956) also removed all trace of the 

next 290 metres, although a field boundary marks the route exactly.  The footpath (no.18) 

currently used from Northbridge Park is 127m to the S of the former branch line, however it 

gradually moves closer until the cycle path north of West Auckland Manor House and the 

route of the branch line are one and the same.  

 

An interpretation panel erected by housing developers is rapidly disappearing behind a 

hedge while the land in front of it is apparently being subsumed into a private garden. This 

land should soon be landscaped as part of a new DCC landscaping scheme designed to 

better reflect the railway heritage of the area. 

 

The trackbed and cycle path continue to Spring Gardens and the A68. The level crossing 

does not survive and the A68 is a very fast-moving road which needs crossing with 

considerable caution. 

 

 
52 DRO Q/D/P 9/2 book of reference 
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Figure 11. Proposed landscaping at Northbridge Park. The new path will take walkers off the mainline 
route and cross over the branch line route to steer then towards a safe road crossing point. Image 
DCC 2021 

 
Figure 12. Extract from the approved 1823 Robert Stephenson deposited plan (DRO Q/D/P 9/1) 
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Figure 13. The Thomas Dixon survey of S&DR land dating to 1839 (TNA RAIL1037/450) from West 
Auckland to Spring Gardens 

 
Figure 14. Extract from OS 1855 West Auckland DT (42.09) A covering the start of the branch line at 
West Auckland to Spring Gardens 
     

What Survives (E to W)? 

 
Figure 15. An extract from the mapping of sites recorded either from historic mapping or during site 
visits 

Trackbed ï branch start point (1200) 

The point where the branch line peeled away from the mainline is partly under a grassy area 

which has otherwise not been developed. This is due to be landscaped shortly to improve 
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the walking experience along the 1825 mainline, but there is some potential for below 

ground remains to survive relating to the Haggerleases branch. However a watching brief 

conducted in the past in advance of development had a negative result.53 

 

  
Figure 16. Left: the grassy area includes the start of the Haggerleases branch line and so is of high 
archaeological potential. Right: Inappropriate hedge and tree planting has obscured the interpretation 
panel relating to the S&DR. 

 

West Auckland colliery junction and West Auckland Colliery (956, 964) 

West Auckland colliery opened in 1838, shortly after the Branch opened and was situated to 

the north of the line and had rail access to it via numerous sidings.  It closed in 1967 and not 

a trace of it exists today.  Northbridge Park housing estate was built over much of it. The line 

of the branch has been retained in a post and wire fence which follows its route exactly. 

 

 
Figure 17. The field boundary marks the former route of the branch line as far as the trees 

 

 
53 HER events record E62020 
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Level Crossing, track and ford serving West Auckland (968) 

A track runs from land between the Manor House Hotel in West Auckland and its former 

brewery, now a car park, N to the branch line. The track has been surfaced with river worn 

cobbles, although it is now mostly deeply rutted mud.54 The ford still exists but there is also a 

footbridge.  There is no evidence of historic gates and the new access point is modern but 

there are 20th century railway gateposts. It meets another historic path heading N to 

Greenfields Road. Both are now rights of way (footpath no.29). 

 

Field drain or culverts (1132,1133) 

Where the branch line (site of) meets the modern path, there is a woodland, planted in the 

1970s N of the branch line. Running along the N and E side of the woodland is a drainage 

ditch or culvert, stone lined in places with two covered culverts, one with a concrete top, in 

the NE NW corners. While this looks like a railway culvert, it only follows the trackbed in part 

and so may be a field drain. The use of stone suggests that it pre-dates the woodland. 

Those parts on the N side of the woodland are difficult to see and to access but one is next 

to the level crossing (968) and easily accessed.  

 

 

 
54 Local residents requested improvements to his track in 2006; if his ever happened it would appear 
that it needs doing again (Archaeo-Environment 2006) 

Figure 18. The N drainage ditch 
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Figure 19. Left. The covered ditch at the corner of a field N of the branch line. This is located on the 
NE side of the level crossing. Right: the covered ditch on the NW side of the woodland where the 
former branch line ran 

  

New Etherley Colliery N of trackbed (971-973) 

 

The following features might relate to a small colliery building and siding that were located to 

the N of the trackbed and joined to it by a siding. This was shown on the Dixon plan of 

183955 and the 1st ed OS maps of 1857. There is some building rubble here that could be the 

remains of the building but much of the debris is 20th C (1134) 

 

 
Figure 20. Drainage ditch on the N side of the Haggerleases branch line trackbed looking towards a 
covered section where a track passed over 

 
55 TNA RAIL 1037/450 
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Drainage ditch and culvert (1135) 

A section of stone lined drainage ditch (see fig 20) runs parallel to the N side of the branch 

line. This does appear to be an original railway ditch although it may have been renewed 

over the years. It appears to have been recently cleaned out. It is hidden behind scrub but 

could be made more easily visible and accessible. 

 

Bracing post on the N side of the trackbed (1136) 

A small metal fixing has survived on the N side of the trackbed and S of the culvert (1135). 

This would help to secure a post in place by holding a steel wire in tension between the post 

and the ground. This is not an 1830s fixture but does relate to later railway use.  

 
Figure 21. Metal bracing post 

Wall, remains of (1137) 

A stone wall survives just one of two courses high on the N side of the branch line and S of 

the culvert (1135). It sits between the trackbed and the culvert so cannot be a railway 

company boundary.  

 
Figure 22 Stone wall S of culvert and N of trackbed 
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Retaining Walls and remains of a building (1139) 

The trackbed is positioned on a shallow embankment and so retaining walls were built to 

support the trackbed. Many of these walls survives on the S side of the trackbed, although 

their low height means they are more visible from the S. One stretch has distinctive dressed 

stonework on a return that suggests a doorway to a small building, possibly a platelayers 

cabin or similar. The 1st ed OS map surveyed in 1856 shows a track approaching this part of 

the line (1106). 

 

  
Figure 23. Stone retaining walls along the S side of the trackbed (behind the wooden fence) 

  

Figure 24. Dressed stone quoins 
suggesting that this is the remains of a 
building set within the retaining wall on 
the S side of the trackbed. 
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Earl Grey Inn (975) 

The Earl Grey Inn was positioned parallel to the road (now the A68) at Spring Gardens, 

where the branch line crossed it on a level crossing. It was well placed to attract customers 

from road and rail.  

 

The building was shown on the Dixon plan of 1839, when it was un-named, probably 

because it did not belong to the railway company.56 It was also shown on the 1st ed 25 inch 

OS map surveyed in 1856 with its name.57 It is built of dressed ashlar red sandstone with 

quoins, water tabling and kneelers. The building is now a private house with modern 

windows, door and roofing materials, but retains stacks to its gable ends. The door has had 

a pale coloured stone plaque above it which contrasts with the red sandstone. The stone has 

laminated and the original design is no longer visible, but a local resident remembers that it 

once said 1833, while Holmes records it as saying 1832.58 Both dates support the use of 

Earl Grey as a popular name at that time. It commemorated The Representation of the 

People Act 1832, known as the first Reform Act or Great Reform Act which was promoted by 

the Prime Minister Earl Grey. It increased voting powers to men who owned property and 

abolished a number of rotten boroughs. 59 

 

 
Figure 25. The Earl Grey Inn today 

 
56 Dixon Plan 1839 Rail 1037/450 

57 DT 42 09 A 
58 John Raw pers comm and Holmes 1975, 95 
59 https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-
heritage/evolutionofparliament/houseofcommons/reformacts/overview/reformact1832/ [accessed 
210322] 

https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/evolutionofparliament/houseofcommons/reformacts/overview/reformact1832/
https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/evolutionofparliament/houseofcommons/reformacts/overview/reformact1832/
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Figure 26. Spring gardens level crossing and the Earl Grey Inn in 1895 (photo courtesy of the 
Northern Echo) 

Management recommendations 

 If the proposed landscaping between West Auckland and St. Helen Auckland 

proceeds as planned, a watching brief could expose the remains of the Haggerleases 

trackbed as well as the mainline. 

 Garden encroachment may need to be addressed at Northbridge Park 

 The interpretation panel at Northbridge Park is due to be replaced 

 While the fence line W of Northbridge housing estate is modern, its location should 

be considered to be of interest because it has preserved the route of the trackbed. 

Landscaping proposals by DCC will create a new path along this route.  

 If the woodland is felled N of the line, care needs to be taken to avoid damaging the 

culverts 

 If the culverts are kept clear of fill, they will possibly help to keep the cycle and 

footpath dry 

 The historic trackway from the Manor House Hotel to the level crossing is in poor 

condition, deeply rutted and muddy. If improvements works are carried out here, river 

worn cobbling should be retained.  There are also a large number of ókeep outô signs 

that create an unwelcome environment. 

 Repurposed railway sleepers and old railway gateposts should be retained as they 

reinforce the railway character of the route.  

 Trackbed retaining walls and building remains should be protected from any 

improvement works. 

 The Earl Grey Inn merits additional research. If there are proposals to extend a future 

S&DR Conservation Area boundary to the branch lines, then such associated 

buildings could merit being served with an Article 4 Direction.  

 The Earl Grey Inn merits inclusion in the Local Listing. 
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4.2 Spring Gardens to Ramshaw (2.5 km) 

Ownership in 1823: Barnard Heslop (9-10), Harington Lee (11), Thomas Humphries (12 ï 

19a), William Parniley (?) (20-20a), William Humphries (21-22), Trustees of the Earl of 

Strathmore (deceased) (23-24) and William Rogers (25).  

Occupancy from east to west: Barnard Heslop (9-10), Robert Goldsborough (11), William 

Coates (12-13), Thomas Humphries (14-19a), John Hart (20-20a), George Johnson (21-22), 

Thomas Rutter (23-24) and William Atkinson (25).  

 

 
Figure 27. Extract from the approved 1823 Robert Stephenson deposited plan (DRO Q/D/P 9/1) 

 

Access 

The line westwards is now occupied by the access road to the Spring Gardens Flood 

Storage Reservoir and carries the footpath and cycle route towards Ramshaw.  This road 

crosses the River Gaunless (twice) and the Norton Fine Beck on three splendid stone 

bridges.  There is no public access to view the structures and trees and overgrown 

vegetation obscures inspection from above.  All but one of the stone parapets of the bridges 

have been removed.   The survivor is on the north side of the third bridge, over Norton Fine 
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Beck, and has rolled masonry ends, typical of S&DR design elsewhere. Otherwise, the 

original stone parapets have been replaced with three different phases of fencing. 

West of the bridges, the line is obstructed by the Spring Mill Wildlife dam, constructed by the 

Environment Agency in 2005.  An interpretation panel installed by Durham County Council 

and in poor condition has recently been removed. This included some minimal information 

on the railway, wildlife and access. The definitive path now skirts the northern end of the 

dam and rejoins the line immediately behind it. At this point the branch line appears to be on 

the N side of the path. 

 

200 metres further on is the site of Spring Gardens Junction where the Haggerleases Branch 

and the later SDLU line separated, but there is no visible evidence of the junction or 

structures once associated with it.  

 
Figure 28. Spring Gardens Junction before 1963. The SDLU headed off to the higher ground on the 
right and the Haggerleases branch headed off to the left 

  
Figure 29. Left: The site of Spring Gardens Junction today. Right: a zero post with óHag. Br.ô Written 
below it. This was still in place at Spring Gardens junction in 1966 (photo: Ken Hoole Collection).  
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At this point the path continues ahead along what was the then SD&LUR but the post and 

wire fence on the left begins to veer away where the Haggerleases Branch ran.  A path on 

the left into the nature reserve immediately crosses the line of the Branch at the gate.  

Another path into the nature reserve appears 150 metres further on; this bears right to a gate 

at which the Branch is marked by a well -defined path ahead through a field.  Looking back, 

some concrete fence posts mark the lineôs boundary. 

 

 
Figure 30. A line of early 20th C concrete fenceposts marks the route of the Haggerleases branch. 

At this point there are three choices of paths to take.  Only option 1 is suitable for cyclists 

and wheelchair users and is the easiest route to follow on the ground. 

 

1. Continue along the SD&LUR path.  After 200 metres the view left opens up and the 

line of the Branch is in the fields below, but difficult to discern. It runs immediately 

north of The Barkery dog boarding centre at Haggerleazes Farm, although the house 

was allowed to extend over the line in 2009.  The Branch continues along a track to 

the next building.  The path eventually leaves the SDLUR and turns left to meet the 

Branch by an electricity pylon.   

 

2. Go through the gate and follow the path ahead, then continue alongside a post and 

wire fence on the right; the Branch ran on the other side.  The path curves left 

following the junction with the Randolph Colliery/Thrushwood waggonway as far as 

its bridge over the river. The route of the waggonway can be seen rising ahead 

through woodland. Do not cross the bridge but double back on a path following the 

riverbank upstream (care needed).  Emerge by Haggerleazes Farm and follow the 

access road to the bridges at Evenwood Mill.  A stile on the right accesses the 

footpath upstream, from which the embankment of the Branch can be seen running 
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past the house.  The path joins the footpath and cycle route (option 1) by the 

electricity pylon. 

3. Continue along the SD&LUR for 250 metres as in option 1 but turn left through a gate 

on a public footpath along a farm track. This bears right and follows the Branch as far 

as a stile approaching Haggerleazes Farm.  This joins option 2. 

 

The footpath and cycleway continue west to Ramshaw.  After 300 metres it crosses Gordon 

Beck over a stone arched bridge which can be seen from the field to the right. A line to West 

Tees Colliery followed the side of the beck but there is no trace of it on the ground.  However 

a fine pair of tall stone gateposts can be seen in the trackside vegetation, marking where the 

line joined the Branch. The colliery closed in the 1950s. 

 

Just before the village street, the path deviates left slightly from the Branch; the precise route 

goes through the childrenôs play park. The nearest potential stop for refreshments is The 

Bridge Inn on what was a level crossing but it has been closed since the pandemic. 

 

 
Figure 31. The trackbed ran through this field near the electricity pylon.  
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What Survives (E to W)? 

 

 
Figure 32. An extract from the mapping of sites recorded either from historic mapping or during site 
visits 

Holme Mill (formerly Heslops Mill or Holm Mill (980 and HER 8485)) 

This is located S of the line and S of the Gaunless, but one of several corn mills located 

along the Gaunless. These were all water-powered and were used to grind various cereal 

products including corn. The mill pre-dates the railway. There is a reference to it in 172460 

and it is listed in Pigotôs Directory for 1828-9 when Robert Carlton was the miller. By 1833-4 

the miller was Christopher Robinson.61 While this is off-track, as an interpretation tool it 

reinforces the message of the importance of this route to the local agricultural economy and 

helps to record the shift from agriculture to industrialisation and back to agriculture again.  

The farming community was a targeted market for the railway to such an extent that the 

S&DR went on to purchase Butterknowle Mill to the W and rebuilt it. It is not visible from the 

branch line as it is surrounded by trees and the access is from the busy A68. 

 

It had no direct link to the line, but a ford (981) allowed traffic to cross the river and join the 

adjacent road.62 The millrace (982) approached from the west and fed a waterwheel which 

was still in situ in 1965.63  

 

 
60 Listed but reference not sourced: https://northeastmills.wordpress.com/watermills/durham-
watermills/  [accessed 120322] 
61 A Trade Directory for Durham also lists a George Heslop as a corn miller in West Auckland 1827-8. 
Is this the Heslop after which the mill was named? https://clevelandfhs.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/Trade-Directories-1822-34-Northumberland-Durham-and-North-Yorkshire-by-
placename.pdf 
62 OS 1st Ed 25 Inch 1857 
63 Alan Stoyel archive 
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Figure 33. 1st ed OS map dating to 1857 (surveyed 1856) 

 

 

Railway Bridges 1-3 

There are three 1830 bridges in rapid succession designed to carry the branch line over a 

loop in the river Gaunless and a tributary to the N. Earlier design options for the branch line 

sought to avoid this because of the additional expense of bridge building, but Robert 

Stephenson took the view that the benefits of serving more collieries and lead mines 

outweighed the extra construction expenses.  

 

 
 

 
Figure 34. 1st ed 25 inch OS map surveyed in 1856. This shows the location of the three stone 
bridges (circled red).  
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The bridges are all in the classical Georgian style used by the S&DR consisting of segmental 

or semi-circular arches with a roll moulded dripstring above the voussoirs. They originally 

appear to have been designed with parapets terminating in rounded copes. The tenders for 

the Gaunless bridges date to between August 1829 and February 1830.64 The first bridge 

over the Gaunless was completed by September 1829.  

 

Bridge 1 (977) 

This stone bridge is the most easterly to carry the branch line over the Gaunless. It is shown 

on the Dixon Plan of 1839, but clearly dates to 1830; in fact, the successful quote to carry 

out the works was dated to August 1829. The work was awarded to Matthew Gibbon of West 

Auckland who quoted £390.65  

 
Figure 35. Bridge 1 Shown on the Dixon Plan of 1839. The building on the right is the Earl Grey Inn 
(975) 

 

The double span bridge is built of red sandstone and the arches have a roll moulded 

dripstring. The drawing by Dixon implies that it had wing walls with domed copes on the 

ends, but there is no longer any parapet, just three phases of later fencing. The first phase 

after the removal of the parapet was ornate cast iron fencing, then concrete early 20th C 

railway posts with horizontal iron rails and finally wooden pale fencing.  

 

The bridge cannot be viewed from publicly accessible areas, but the road and path still use 

it. It is being damaged by the roots of self-seeded trees which needs addressing. The bridge 

is used by vehicles going to and from the wildlife dam, mostly Environment Agency staff 

 
64 TNA RAIL 667/289/26-41 
65 TNA RAIL 667/289/34. None of the tender documents name the individual bridges so it is difficult to 

align quotes with specific bridges. One of the unsuccessful quotes refers to the bridge as ónext to the 

turnpike roadô which we are assuming is the current A68 and so would be bridge no.1. Also, the price 

is higher than the other two bridges but a similar price range to the more complicated skew bridge; 

this would be because it is a double span bridge.   
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Figure 36. The first bridge across the Gaunless 

 

Bridge 2 (978)  

The second bridge to be built across the Gaunless is dated to 1830. Like Bridge 1 it was 

portrayed by Dixon as having wingwalls terminating in domed coping. There are no parapet 

walls visible and it is currently very difficult to see the span of the bridge due to lack of 

access and vegetation growth. However, it is possible to see the single span and its roll 

moulded dripstone. 

 

In common with the other two bridges on this stretch of the line, it is being damaged by tree 

roots from self-seeded trees.  

 

 

 
Figure 37. Dixon Plan of 1839 (TNA RAIL 667/450) 

 


