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ART. X.-" Souterhous Brigge "—A Medieval Bridge in 
Furness. By J. MELVILLE and J. L. HOBBS. 

ON ioth May, 1433,  Abbot Robert and the monks of 
Furness Abbey granted to Sir William Harrington 

and Margaret his wife, right of way between Gleaston 
Castle in their Manor of Muchland, and Barray, over the 
Abbey lands in Dalton. The full text of the charter is 
published in the Furness Coucher Book (Vol. Ii, part 3, 
789-790) and from a study of it, the late Mr. Paul V. Kelly 
was able to trace the course of this track (these Trans. N. S. 
xxvii, 198-204) . 

The most difficult portion of the route is crossing the 
Mill or Abbey Beck which flows from north to south in the 
wet lands marked on his plan as " Souterhous Mead," now 
known as " Long Meadow." From the nature of the 
stream and because the agreement now permitted passage 
with " horses and pedestrians by carts, wagons, sumpter-
horses and whatsoever other transport " (D. of Lancs. 
Anc. Deeds L. 396) it is possible enough that a " bridge 
was built at this time. The deed refers to a " Souterhous 
brigge" as then existing but does not show whether this 
or the route in question were new. Mr. Kelly noted the 
small stone structure called Souterhouse Bridge, situated 
between Park House Farm and Bridge Gate Farm, 
almost due west of the point where the Yarlside mineral 
railway joins the London, Midland and Scottish Railway, 
and about 30o yards from Yarlside Road. This he con-
sidered most probably occupied the same site as the 
" Souterhous brigge " of the Harringtons' road, but stated 
that, from its appearance it was not possible to say if 
the bridge was of earlier date than the inclosure, for at 
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130 	" SOUTERHOUS BRIGGE " 

the time he made his survey he was unable thoroughly 
to examine it, though there is reason to believe that he 
intended to do so later, had circumstances allowed. 

For some years past the Corporation of Barrow-in-
Furness has been engaged in heightening the eastern bank 
of the beck, and filling up the flat land between it and the 
railway by extensive tipping of refuse, which has already 
passed beyond the bridge and within 15 yards of it. A 
once pleasant spot is becoming unlovely and if similar 
operations are carried out on the western bank access to 
it eventually will become difficult or impossible. 

It has been felt for some time that, as nothing appears to 
be known about the structure, an attempt should be made 
to see what could be discovered, and if possible, ascribe 
a date. At the suggestion of Mr. Kelly's old friend, Mr. 
E. W. Plant, a detailed examination was undertaken by 
certain antiquarian members of the Barrow Naturalists' 
Field Club, during the summer of 1945.  

The erection, while strong, is somewhat roughly con-
structed and more crudely finished than the monastic 
New Mill Bridge at Ennis Wood (these Trans. N.S. xxvi, 
262-265), three-quarters of a mile up stream. It may be 
described as a low bridge, crossing the beck at right-angles, 
with one semi-circular arch of the springer type reaching 
from bank to bank, and having a span of io feet. From 
the bed of the stream to the soffit is 3 feet 6 inches on 
the north side, but slightly more on the south side, due to 
a lowering of the bed under the bridge. The roadway is 
one foot higher, the voussoirs—of fine quality mountain 
limestone, squared, of rough ashlar or hammer-dressed-
each being of that thickness. Originally there were 
thirteen of these to each face, excluding springers, but the 
three central stones on the south have fallen. On this 
side the voussoirs are more regular in width, varying from 
8 inches to 112 inches, whereas on the north side the 
variation is between 7 inches and 132 inches. No 
ornamentation of any kind has been attempted. 
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The abutments facing stones, also of squared and 
dressed limestone blocks, varying from 13 inches to 14 
inches high, rest on rough foundations projecting several 
inches beyond them, though the projections are irregular. 
The height of each abutment foundation is 6 inches, 
two composed of a single block, the others of two courses, 
each of 3 inches. 

The bridgework is constructed of irregular-sized blocks, 
some limestone and some slate, set on edge, the roadway 
being formed by filling the interstices above with rubble 
and earth, making a cobbled surface. The abutment 
walls, constructed principally of limestone, but with a 
few blocks of red sandstone, are usually of five courses, 
but occasionally of four only, the uneven work suggesting 
that the material was, to some extent, fitted in as it came 
to hand. 

The width of the roadway is Io feet 3 inches, and of 
the bridge 13 feet ; no signs can be found that a parapet 
ever existed. On the eastern bank are set two limestone 
pillars unconnected with the bridge, and erected at the 
time of the inclosure, which acted as gate-posts until 
recently. From this point the cobbled roadway extends 
across the bridge for a distance of 17 feet, after which all 
traces of the raised causeway to the west has disappeared. 
To the east, any evidence of it between the stream and the 
railway has been covered by the refuse-tipping operations 
already mentioned but between the railway and the road 
to Yarlside portions of a raised track can be seen—
probably the old husbandry way referred to by Mr. Kelly. 
The bridge is sited at what is obviously the most suitable 
spot, and no signs can be found of any other track or 
crossing of the stream to correspond with his route. 

The absence of any ornamentation is, of course, a 
handicap in assessing a date, but Mr. J. S. Martin (formerly 
Superintendent of Works at Furness Abbey) who visited 
the site, after a close examination of samples of mortar 
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taken from various parts of the structure, pronounced 
them to be rather coarser than those taken by him from 
the New Mill bridge, and from their composition and 
texture, of very late 14th century, or 15th century 
manufacture. He further expressed an opinion that, with 
the exception of certain walling of the banks of the stream, 
and some strengthening of the abutments on the north 
side with modern brickwork, the general construction of 
the bridge resembles work of that period. On Mr. 
Martin's attention being drawn to Abbot Robert's way-
leave grant, he added that the date agreed with the views 
he had formed. 

Mr. G. E. Williams has very kindly subjected specimens 
of the mortar to chemical and physical examination, and 
compared them with others taken from the Abbey 
West Tower, and the New Mill bridge (circa 1490-1500) . 
He reports that while quite dissimilar to modern mortar, 
all three samples show a close resemblance to each other 
in composition and condition, and that as the latter 
samples are of known medieval date, then that from 
Souterhouse can be accepted as of approximately the 
same period. All are too much weathered for him to 
indicate with certainty which is the earliest, but nothing in 
his results is inconsistent with the suggestion that the 
Souterhouse specimens antedate the others by some 
years. Mr. Williams particularly noted that the sand in 
the Souterhouse mortar contains much clay, and is, in 
appearance, very similar to sand quarried at Yariside, 
nearby. It is certainly of very local origin, and he 
considers it not unlikely to have been obtained from the 
silt of the stream itself. 

Acknowledgments are also made to Dr. W. H. Hook, 
D.Phil., who conducted independant mortar tests, the 
results of which confirm the opinions of Mr. Williams. 

In the circumstances, only the mortar can afford direct 
evidence of the date, but if this be accepted, it would seem 
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that substantially, here is the actual bridge built by the 
Harringtons in 1433 or shortly after, to enable them to 
exercise their right of way between Gleaston and Barray, 
and as such, is probably the oldest existing bridge in Plain 
Furness, for it must have been built at least half a century 
before the monastic New Mill bridge. 

As the nearest supply of suitable stone is the red 
sandstone of the Abbey quarry, only a mile away, the use 
of mountain limestone as the chief building material is of 
some interest. We suggest the reason for this is that the 
Abbot could not be expected to supply free material and 
so, in spite of the difficulties of transport, it would be less 
expensive and more convenient for the Harringtons to 
obtain their own stone from Gleaston or Stainton. Its 
use may perhaps also be advanced as a slight supporting 
argument in favour of the suggested date, for if the 
bridge was of post-dissolution construction one would 
expect to find the local materials—sandstone or magnesian 
limestone from the Old Holebeck exposure—employed, as 
is the case in most of the older buildings in the immediate 
district. 

It is unfortunate that the future of this valuable 
ancient monument is uncertain, for while in a fairly good 
state of repair at present, it appears doomed to decay 
eventually, unless steps can be taken for its preservation, 
but it is hoped that it will be scheduled and maintained 
by the Corporation as befits so interesting a relic of 
bygone Furness. 

We are indebted to Mr. J. Latham for his excellent 
illustration of the southern aspect of the bridge. 
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