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During the summers of 1963, 1964 and 1965, and with a 
final immersion on Boxing Day 1966, the opportunity was 
taken when the water was low enough to carry out a survey 
of the visible remains of the Roman bridge at Corbridge.

I am grateful to the help provided at various times by a 
number of friends especially Roger Clissold. I am in
debted in particular to John Gillam both for assisting in the 
survey and for advising in the writing of this paper: also for 
the suggestion that the survey might be worth recording and 
it is fairly certain that without his urging in this respect this 
paper would have remained unwritten.

The bridge is about 1,100 yards upstream of the present 
bridge and 300 yards south-west of the Roman site at Cor
bridge. It lies on a NE / SW axis and at approximately 400 to 
the present course of the river.1 Apart from a few stones of 
the south abutment no part of it appears above water except 
in periods of extreme drought. At such times the remains 
of the abutment and of several piers are to be seen at or close 
to the surface and the river itself in the vicinity of the bridge > 
is nowhere more than 3' 6" deep.

THE SURVEY

The survey itself set a number of problems and as the 
method adopted worked smoothly and was by and large 
successful it is described at some length as possibly of help to

1 Ordnance Survey, Rev is ion  o f 1962, 1/2500 scale. Sheet N o s. 9764 
and 9864.
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anyone else considering the carrying out of a survey in 
shallow water.

Stage 1 A  large-scale free-hand sketch was made of the 
south abutment and of each pier. Each stone was shown 
separately, and any salient features easily identifiable later 
clearly marked.

Stage 2 A  baseline consisting of two surveying chains 
joined together was laid on a fairly level section of the bed 
of the river a yard or so upstream of the piers. The overall 
length of the baseline was then checked with linen tapes held 
above the surface. An error of between 1" and 2" was found 
but it was decided that this would have to be accepted and 
would not materially affect the accuracy of the survey.

Before immersion the chains .were first dipped in dis
carded engine oil as a safeguard against rust. This course is 
not advised. The oil all washed off within about an hour 
during which colourful stains drifted rapidly downstream 
and out of sight round the corner. The hope was expressed 
that the water-bailiff was upstream.

Stage 3 A  convenient length of the overall baseline was 
selected as a baseline for the surveying of the abutment and 
first pier and marked with two ranging poles held in position. 
With a third pole and two 100 ft. linen tapes a triangulation 
survey was then carried out, the pole being moved from point 
to point. When all the salient points within reach of the first 
baseline had been recorded the first two poles were moved to 
a new length of the overall baseline and the triangulation con
tinued. As a check a number of points were recorded from 
both baselines.

This survey was carried out right across the full width 
of the river with the overall baseline being extended by a fur
ther 80 ft. to allow the remains of the last two piers to be 
recorded.

Stage 4 The survey to the end of the previous stage was 
then committed to paper and the various discrepancies aris
ing brought forward for checking.

Stage 5 With two ranging poles and one tape the dis



tances between the more important points were measured 
direct as a check against the triangulation and with particular 
reference to the queries that had arisen.

Stage 6 With the help of the last set of measurements 
the discrepancies were ironed out, the salient points marked 
in confidently and the tentative outline of the main features 
sketched in.

Stage 7 Using a 5 ft. measuring rod, clearly marked in 
feet and inches only and attached to the end of a broom 
handle, the individual stones were themselves measured, the 
measuring rod being pressed down on to the surface of the 
stone and the measurements read off from above the surface. 
It was found that when the water was clear and the surface 
free from ripple the rod could be read comfortably up to a 
depth of 3 ft. or more.

Stage 8 The individual stones were then drawn in on 
plan. The result is shown in large scale in Plan A at the 
end of this paper.

A RECONSTRUCTION OF THE BRIDGE

An effort has been made to reconstruct a plan of the 
bridge using the evidence provided by the survey.

It will be seen from Plan A that the most clearly defined 
features are the south abutment and Pier 2, one complete 
course of stonework of both being all but entire. Pier 1 is 
also very well defined but has lost its cutwater. Pier 3 is 
massive but ill defined. Pier 4, though entirely covered oh 
the south side with mud and gravel, is important in having 
clear vestiges of the cutwater remaining thus allowing the 
centre line of the pier to be found. Pier 5 and 6 are of doubt
ful identification only. The river bed is particularly shallow 
on the north side of the river and the foundations of these last 
two piers are probably covered with a foot or so of mud and 
gravel.

One particular course of stonework, marked on Plan A



with a dot in the centre of each stone, is represented in both 
the abutment and each of the six piers discovered. At low 
water the top of this course is between 9" and 15" below the 
surface. This course is the only one discernible at Piers 4, 
5 and 6. It also forms the principal course present at the 
abutment and Piers 1 and 3. At Pier 2 it is represented by 6 
stones only. These 6 stones overlie an almost entire lower 
course with no more than 9 stones missing or partly covered 
with mud.

Using the visible construction of the abutment and Piers 
1 and 2 as a guide it would seem reasonable to assume that 
all the piers were constructed with an outer line of stones laid 
with their length parallel to the course of the river. This 
assumption fits in well with the discovered remains of Piers 
3 and 4, and if it is correct the piers, in relationship with each 
other and with the abutment, begin to fall into place with a 
pier-width varying from 19' 3" to 20' 9" and a water-way 
varying from 23' 6" to 25' 6" (but with only 21' 6" between 
the abutment and Pier 1). The overall distance between the 
centres of piers would thus vary from approximately 43 ft. to 
45 ft. This compares with the 50 ft. centres to be found at the 
bridge at Chesters.

The pier length is approximately 37 ft. including the cut
water and 24 ft. to 25 ft. excluding it. .

Only in two places, on the north side of Pier 1 and the 
south and east side of Pier 5, were any well-bedded stones 
found which did not conform to this general pattern and in 
neither case can a really satisfactory explanation be given at 
this stage.

The measurements given above all apply to the visible 
remains. Several successive courses of stonework overlying 
those now to be seen will no doubt have been stepped back to 
give an ultimate pier-width of appreciably less than the widths 
given.2 This stepping back of the overlying courses almost 
certainly explains the narrower waterway between the abut
ment and Pier. 1. The courses of the abutment will have been

2 R .  Forster History of Corbridge, p. 11.



stepped back more abruptly, or the stepping back continued 
to a greater height. As a result, at the height of the timber 
superstructure (no voussoirs or springers have ever been 
noted at Corbridge) the span between the abutment and the 
pier will have been the same as the span between the piers 
themselves.

Levels, in relation to water level, were taken at several 
places on each feature and these showed clearly that both 
the abutment and the piers have a tilt, and in some cases a 
pronounced tilt, forward. This was most marked with Pier 4 
where the tilt approached 15" overall, more than half of 
which was in the length of the cutwater. The possibly sur
prising accumulation of stones lying immediately upstream of 
the piers, again particularly of Pier 4, may in part be the 
result of this tilting. '

A point to be noted with regard to this is the sub-founda
tion beneath the site of the cutwater of Pier 1. This is fan
shaped and constructed of large wedge-shaped stones. It is 
not known whether a similar feature is to be found underly
ing the cutwater of each of the other piers but if such a 
feature is indeed common to all it will have presumably been 
provided to reduce the tendency for turbulence to undermine 
the cutwater. Alternatively, if it is to be found under Pier 1 
only, it may be an indication that either this was the deepest 
part of the channel at the time of building or it was inserted 
at a later date when the pier was rebuilt following a collapse.

A rebuilding of the leading section of Pier 1 might well 
explain the stones, referred to earlier, which do not conform 
to the general pattern.

It is not known how far the foundations of the abutment 
and piers are carried down beneath the present river bed. 
Excavation as such was found to be extremely laborious in 
any depth of water and was only undertaken at two points. 
The first of these (Area A on Plan A) was on the north side 
of the abutment and disclosed that there is at least one further 
course beneath the main one. The lower course is set out 6" 
beyond the upper and is composed of well dressed stones



apparently similar to those above. The depth of the stone 
in the upper course at this point is 14" but this may have 
been reduced by scouring.

The upper surface of the stonework on both the abutment 
and the piers is generally very uneven and is frequently deeply 
furrowed, sometimes to a depth of 6" to 7". The furrows 
tend to lie parallel with the present course of the river and 
those to be seen now must date from comparatively recent 
times as it is clear from earlier reports that the course of the 
river swung some 15° in an anti-clockwise direction during 
the last century.3 During the same period the south bank 
of the river seems to have moved further south as well, as both 
Forster and Tomlinson refer to the south abutment as being 
within the Plantation, as the land on the south side is known.4

By contrast it is perhaps interesting to note at this point 
that since 1906 when an earlier survey was carried out the 
banks of the river in the vicinity of the bridge do not seem 
to have moved more than a few feet at the most.5

The effect of this scouring is very considerable as, apart 
from the furrowing mentioned, many of the stones have been 
reduced to a few inches in depth only, in many places to less 
than a third of their original thickness. This reduction must 
have been entirely achieved since about 1840 when a course 
or more of stonework was removed from most of the piers 
on the south side and used for building work.6

This scouring may also explain why no signs of the iron 
cramps, referred to in various writings of the last century, 
were found on any of the piers or on the abutment.7 Presum
ably the cramps then seen will only recently have been ex
posed by the removal of the overlying courses to the action 
of scouring and rust.

Strips of lead, also referred to in the last century, were
3 Ibid., pp. 13/14 and A A 3, III, footnote to p. 167.
1 R. Forster,' History of Corbridge, p. 12. W. W. Tomlinson, Guide to 

Northumberland, 10th Edtn., pp. 136/137.
‘ A .A .3, III, pp. 117/180, and JBAA, NS., Vol. XII, p. 205.
6 R. Forster, History of Corbridge, p. 12.
7 J Wallis, The Natural History and Antiquities of Northumberland, Vol. II, 

pp. 116/117 and PSAN. Ill, p. 169.



found in position on the abutment and on Piers 1, 2 and 3, in 
the latter case running in part beneath an overlying course of 
stonework, and in the water beside Pier 4. This last was 
removed and has been handed to the Museum of Antiquities.

The second excavation referred to above was carried out 
in the water’s edge adjoining the north bank (Area B on 
Plan A) to determine whether or not the cutwater of Pier 6 
was in the position expected if the assumption as to the con
struction and width of the piers and the width of the water
ways was correct. Four or five stones were uncovered in 
approximately the right position but they had been some
what disturbed and their original positions could not be 
exactly defined, and they are not therefore shown on plan. 
However their general alignment, almost at right-angles to 
the present course of the river, strongly suggests that they 
represent the outer line of stones to the cutwater. They were 
sharply canted to one side and in a position in relation to 
each other that suggests that the upper course had slipped, or 
been pushed, over and -beyond the lower and therefore now 
lay upstream.

Apart from a survey of the visible remains in the river 
a survey with levels was carried out of the land on the north 
bank of the river. The survey extended as far north as the 
fence on the south side of O.S. No. 0003, the field immedi
ately to the west of the Ministry’s site at Corbridge.

A smaller scale plan, Plan B, is given at the end of this 
paper and shows the whole line of the bridge from the south 
bank of the river to the south side of O.S. No. 0003. On this 
plan the known remains are indicated together with the 
conjectural positions of the remaining piers and the north 
abutment. A Section is also given.8

AN EARLIER SURVEY

Reference must be made to the survey of the bridge
8 C f. Section by W . H. Kn ow les in  A A ,3, IV ,  fac ing p. 214. K n o w le s’ 

section is approxim ately 65 yds. to the east.



carried out in 1906, the first year of Haverfield’s excavations 
at Corbridge and reported in A A 3, III, pps. 177/180 and 
JBAA. NS. XII, p. 205 by R. H. Forster and T. E. Forster 
respectively, the latter with a conjectural plan of the bridge 
showing north and south abutments and ten water piers. 
This plan was later reproduced to a smaller scale on p. 458 
of Vol. X  of the Northumberland County History.

Doubts as to the accuracy of this earlier survey and of 
the conclusions drawn were raised during a further survey 
carried out shortly after the last war by J. P. Gillam. These 
doubts have been confirmed by the present survey and it is 
now quite clear that the plan attached to these earlier reports 
was wrong in a number of respects. How these errors came 
about is not so clear.

The plan prepared from the 1906 survey was in part 
based on the assumption that the north abutment was to be 
found in the steep bank lying immediately on the south side 
of O.S. No. 0003, the field referred to above, and the length 
of the bridge overall, including both abutments, was given 
as 7 chain or 154 yards. This implies that the distance be
tween the south side of the south abutment and the fence at 
the top of the bank was 154 yards or thereabouts. The 
present survey gives a measurement of between 174 and 175 
yards. For comparison the distance of 154 yards, measured 
from the south side of the south abutment is shown on Plan 
B. This error in the earlier reports is puzzling and it seems 
probable that no overall measurements were taken or the 
error would have been thrown up.

What is even more puzzling is that the widths given for 
the piers and waterways (15' 4" and 22' 4" respectively, giv
ing a centre to centre measurement of 37' 8") are too small by 
several feet. The same is true of the length (29 ft.) of the 
piers. Only the dimensions of the abutment are correct.

There are other puzzling statements in the 1906 report 
(AA3, III, p. 177) as the following extract indicates “ . . .  Next 
the foundations of the water piers were explored and it was 
found that the upstream tip of the first from the south side



was in the line given by the western edge of the south abut
ment: the second, third, and fourth were also found, but 
their foundations were not so complete and it was not found 
possible to fix their extremities exactly; but the tip of the 
fifth was clearly discernible. . . . ”

A comparison of this description with the detail of Plan 
A will quickly show that it is far from true at the present 
time. Despite the now undoubted inaccuracies of the 
measurements given in these earlier reports the description 
quoted above may well have been correct. The main channel 
of the river is inclined to shift from year to year and over a 
period of 60 years the shift may have been considerable, quite 
sufficient to cover the remains of Pier 5 and uncover those of 
Piers 2 and 4. At present the main channel is from just south 
of Pier 2 to north of Pier 4. Even during the three years of 
the present survey it was noted that stones visible one year 
were covered the next and vice versa.

Messrs. Forster returned to the site the following year, 
1907, and carried out borings on the land between the north 
bank of the river and the bank below the field and provision
ally identified the foundations of several piers.9 However 
little reliance can now be placed on these findings.

T H E  N O R T H  A B U T M E N T

The position of the north abutment is still unknown. 
It seems clear from a report of excavations carried out in 
190710 that certain remains found in the bank below O.S. 
No. 0003 by William Coulson in 1861 and identified by him 
as the core of the north abutment11 were not in their original 
position, probably having been put there to strengthen the 
bank and support the arable land above.12 At the same 
time a position close to this bank is probable and it is

9 JBAA, N S ,  X I I I ,  pp. 125/126.
19A A *, IV ,  p. 208.
11 A A ?, V I ,  pp. 18/19.
12 A A .3, IV ,  p. 209 and Section fac ing p. 214.



suggested that the position shown in Plan B and in the 
Section is the most likely. It accords with the pier and 
waterway widths established by the survey of the piers 
within the river, and while close to the foot of the bank 
adjoining O.S. No. 0003 the remains, if there are any, lie 
outside the area excavated in 1907.

It must be repeated that there is no tangible evidence for 
the position put forward for the site of the north abutment 
and the true site might as easily be in the approximate posi
tions shown for Pier 10, Pier 9, Pier 8 or even Pier 7. All 
that can be said is that the.further south from the position 
shown, the further south in Roman times must have been 
the steep bank at the foot of O.S. No. 0003 and therefore 
the more extensive the erosion since. The only alternative 
to this view is that there must have been some form of cause
way or embankment running between the top of the bank 
and the north side of the abutment.

One final point. The excavations of 1907 showed that 
the earliest level of the approach road from the Roman site 
at Corbridge was approximately 20 ft. to 21 ft. above average 
water level in summer. There is no suggestion in the report 
on these excavations, nor does it seem likely from the section 
attached to the report, that the roadway where exposed by 
the excavations at the top of the bank was dropping towards 
the river. Was this therefore the height of the timber deck
ing of the bridge itself?
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