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Fig 1: Site of recent archaeological work in Old Bridae Street. 
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IN 1972 TRIAL excavations by Kingston upon 
Thames Archaeological Society revealed parts of the 
masonry approach to the old bridge at the bottom 
of Old Bridge Street some 32m (105ft) downstream 
from the present bridge which was built in 1828. 
That work was in advance of a ring road scheme 
that never came to pass; however complete 
redevelopment, by Kingston Corporation and the 
John Lewis Partnership, of the whole of the area 
that has become referred to as the "Horsefair" is 

1. "Problems in the Quaternary Development of the 
Thames Valley Around Kingston" J. S Pain and 
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now planned. This large 3 acre site (Fig. 1) cover- 
ing the area north of the modem brildge oetween the 
river and Bentall's Stores has obviously caused an 
archaeological problem of some magnitude and in 
just one corner of this site Old Bridge Street leads 
up from the medieval bridge onto the gravel ridge, 
on which the town is situated,' before turning at 
right angles south towards the Market Place. 
Remains of a stone-built undercroft are known to 
exist at the east end of the street and the approach 

J. D. Rolls, Trans London & Middlesex Archaeol Soc 
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I PHASE 1 PHASE 2 

to the bridge stretches for some 30m (100ft) across 
the wharf area at the west end. A trial excavation 
was carried out by the author in 1980 on a frontage 
site at the end of Old Bridge Street and in 1982 
further excavation was carried out on the adjacent 
plot by Xcott McCracken of the South West London 
Archaeological Unit. I t  was in conjunction with his 
full-time work in 1982 'that a larger area on the line 
of the bridge approach was investigated. In the event 
not all the area of the approach was exposed and 
some problems remain but the main sequence of 
development now seems reasonably certain and the 
degree of preservation of the remains has been 
demonstrated. 

This recent work has forced us to revise, quite 
extensively, our thoughts on the old bridge in terms 
of both its structure and date. I t  is now obvious that 
the remains of the approach are not all of one build; 
there are at  least three main phases of work and they 
are all apparently earlier in date than the 16th 
century suggested in 19722. !However it does seem to 
indicate 'that the position of the bridge remained 
the same from at least the 13th century until 1828. 
A certain amount is known from documents about 
2. Post-Medieval Britain 1972, Post-medieval Archaeol 7 

(1973) 117. 

Fig 2: Old Bridge Approach; suggested main phases of con~truction. 

the bridge. There are quite full details, in the form 
of annual accounts of the Bridgewardens3, after 1527, 
but for the earlier periods our information is much 
less detailed and is usually in the form of passing 
references to repairs and renewals. We know that 
there was a bridge already in existence at Kingston 
in 1193 (our earliest reference) when Richard I 
ordered repairs to be carried out - some £2.13.6 
was spent by the Sherriff on the King's behalf. We 
should bear in mind that the Crown was responsible 
at this time for the bridge as the town was a Royal 
Manor. Also in 1219 we know that the bridge had 
by then been vested with some property. In 1286 
Edward I, writing from Gascony, empowered the 
town to undertake extensive repairs and to exact 
tolls to pay for them. Throughout the 13th and 14th 
centuries there are references to the bridge and 
repairs being necessary. I t  is in 1400 that a causeway 
(calcetor~rn)~ is first mentioned and it is this cause- 
way structure that remains, in part, below ground 
on the wharf area. The causeway is again mentioned 
in 1449. Throughout the 15th century there are ever 
increasing references to repairs being necessary to 
the bridge, nearly always as a result of flooding, and 
3. Kingston Boroujgh Archives, K.B. 1813. 
4. Surrey Record Office 33/1/5. 



the charging of tolls (pontage) becomes the most 
common method of financing such work. Few details 
of the costs of repair work are given in these 
references and it has not yet been possible to link 
specific dates to the various phases of construction 
recognised in excavation. It  is for this reason that 
the postulated sequence of development of the 
bridgehead, while generally now fairly certain, does 
rely on the archaeological evidence for dating which 
is nolt as precise as we would like. 

The Bridgewarden Accounts, with their full details 
of work from 1527, are essentially accounts of repairs 
to a medieval bridge already in existence. However 
there are details in 1590191 of heavy expenditure on 
stone and other materials that indicate some major 
reconstruction or alteration at that time. Many 
hundred ashlar stones are bought in these years and 
masons are paid to set them. I t  is implied that the 
stone was from Kent which is different from the 
Reigate stone of the main masonry excavated in 
1982 and may be the same as the hard ragstone that 
forms the abutment pier exposed in the modern river 
bank. It is probable that this major work in the late 
16th century is concerned with the westernmost 
extension of the bridge approach and it would thus 
appear that Kingston Old Bridge had, certainly by 
this time, reached the form that was to survive 
until the early 19th century. At that time i t  had 
become so dilapidated that the Corporation was 
forced to consider complete rebuilding on a different 
site and the present edifice was constructed 32m 
(105ft) upstream, at a cost of some £40,000, and 
duly opened with much pomp in 1828. The old 
bridge was immediately sold off for building mater- 
ials, the site levelled and leased as a coal and later 
wood-yard. This area of the town quickly degener- 
ated into the unsavoury "backlanes" for which it 
became notorious in the 19th century. After 1888 all 
of this area north and south of Old Bridge Street 
was gradually cleared of its early buildings and 
redeveloped mostly as workshops. It  was at this time, 
in 1900, that the vaulted undercroft structure at the 
top of the street was noticed. 

In terms of the structure of the landward approach 
it is useful to bear in mind the present bridge with 
its solid, rising causeway retained by two revetment 
walls and covering one dry arch on the bank. The 
old bridge, in its latest form, would have been similar 
though on about one quarter of the scale. John 
Aubrey writing in about 1673 described the bridge as 
having 20 interstices, two in the middle wide enough 
for barges ,to pass through. It  was 126 yards long 
over the river "besides at the east end 30 yards 
wrought up of stone and brick; and at the west end 
12 yards, which contain in all 168 yards." A 
significant difference to the modern bridge however 

Fig 3: Phase 1 pier base, upstream end showing 
preserved timber pile$. 

is that the old bridge was the result of 41500 years 
of alteration and addition and the various compon- 
ents in its structure vary in nature and date - it was 
not one structure of one build. 
PHASE 1 

The earliest phase (Fig.2) is represented only in the 
1982 trench which reached deep enough (c4m (13ft) 
O.D.) to reveal a boat-shaped pier base with cut- 
waters revetted with timber piles (Fig. 3). This 
structure was of mortared flint and ~Reigate stone 
rubble on a slightly spreading base, the upstream 
cut-water forming a much sharper (c 60°) angle 
than the downstream end. Deposits were water- 
logged below 4.5m (14ft gin) O.D. so that the lower 
parts of timber piles, with simple pointed ends, were 
preserved on both the upstream and downstream 
ends. This pier would presumably have supported a 
bridge superstructure over the river and it may have 
been the second or third pier out from the then 
existing bank. Although it is assumed that the bridge 
superstructure was always of timber there were 
indications that some stonework might have abutted 
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Fig 4: Phase 2 north revetment wall - north elevation 
(showing ashlar masonry with Phase 3 rebuilding above). 

the south-west face of the pier base though this may 
in fact relate to a latw phase (see Fig. 6, adjacent to 
the western edge of ,the pier base). Deposits of sands 
and gravels built up quite deeply around the up- 
stream end of this pier base. 
PHASE 2 

In phase 2 a wall of chalk and flint with an outer 
facing of Reigate stone ashlar masonry was built out 
from the earlier pier structure to form a solid wall 
at right angles to the river blanking off the down- 
stream end of the phase 1 pier arches (Fig. 4). There 
is a slight return angle where the wall meets and 
rides up over the phase 1 pier and, although there 
has been some re-ordering of the masonry blocks at 
this point, it appeared to turn at right angles to close 
off the end. There was, however, no equivalent south 
wall at this time and the gravel deposits banked 
against the inner face of the north wall sloped 
steeply away to the south for some distance (see Fig. 
5) with no apparent means of retention. Pending 
larger scale excavation to the north and south it 
would seem that this part of the bridge, in phase 2, 
was serving two functions. The carriageway presum- 
ably continued on the same line but the quite 
massive, new north wall at right angles to the river 
with its splayed base was clearly designed to retain 
the heavy gravel 'bank' to the south while present- 
ing an imposing, exposed face to the north. The area 
to the south must have become marshy if not dry 
land, and was presumably of less significance than the 
area to the north. We know from a later lease, of 
1507/8, that the southern area known as the 'burge- 
bate', was even then still referred to as a fishing 
ground. It  is unlikely that a formal dock structure 
was constructed at this time on the north, certainly 
no evidence of this survives in the documents, but a 

landing stage or 'hard' in that area would seem to be 
indicated. 

PHASE 3 
Substantial damage to the upper courses of the 

Reigate stone north wall resulted in a rebuilding in 
roughly faced flint rubble. This rebuilding on the 
north wall was apparently matched by an equivalent 
new south wall and the whole forming a solid 
causeway some 4m (13ft) wide (Fig. 6). The new 
south wall was much shallower than the old north 
wall being set merely into the upper levels of the 
existing gravel bank. Either at this time or more 
likely slightly later a square, arch pier base and an 
abutment pier, which remains visible in the modern 
river bank, were built to the ,west. These would have 
supported two shallow masonry arches. Only the 
arch pier was seen in the 1972 trial trench so dating 
is uncertain but as the masonry appeared to be of 
Rag rather than Reigate stone and the alignments 
are slightly askew to the phase 2 and 3 work it is 
probable that a secondary phase is more likely and 
may possibly be linked to the 16th century docu- 
mentary references to works in stone. Further work 
will clarify this. 

PHASE 4 
This phase sees merely the enclosing of at least 

one of the arches in brick, in the 17th century, and 
the addition of an enigmatic "wing" wall at the 
extreme north-east end. Many post-medieval deposits 
were allowed to build up against the north and south 
walls. 

Recently, in 1983, on the opposite, Hampton Wick 
bank of the river rebuilding works on the modern 
river bank exposed the upper parts of two masonry 
walls retaining a clean gravel fill. Although obser- 



vation of this was limited a similar structure to 
phase 3 on the IKingston side is indicated. This 
would seem to match Aubrey's description of 12 
yards wrought up at the west (ie Middlesex) end 
though the position poses a problem of river width. 
Aubrey refers to 126 yards over the river whereas 
this masonry recently exposed would indicate no 
more than 115 yards from the abutment pier visible 
in the Kingston bank. 
DATING 

Dating for the various phases is not certain but 
phase 3 clearly predated an extremely deep and 
extensive, fine silt deposit, (Fig. 5 layer 22L dated 
by remanent magnetism to 1520 f 20 yrs m d  may 
be significantly older. Phase 2 building levels were 
sealed by pottery of the late 13114th century. Phase 
1, the timber revetted pier base, is more uncertain; 
a layer containing a 14th century silver penny had 
formed over it and silts around it contained 12113th 
century pottery types. Dendrochronological dating 
of the timber piles, at the time of writing still 
awaited, may resolve this but it is at least now clear 
that the bridge at 'Kingston appears to have been on 
the same line certainly from the 13th century and 
possibly from before the date of the first documentary 
reference, 1193, when Richard I ordered repairs. It 
also seems certain that the final arrangement of the 
land-ward approach was set by at least the late 15th 
century and survived in that general form until 
demolition in 1828. 
WATER LEVELS 

The deep deposit of water laid, silty clay built up 
against the upstream, southern, face of the phase 3 
wall (Fig. 5 layer 22) presents a problem or, two 
counts in that (a) it is extremely extensive, we know 
from trial trenches in 1972 that it extends for at 
least 20m (66ft) further upstream and covers most 
of the area to the modern river bank. (b) It  is also 
very high in terms of river levels, its upper surface 
reaching as high as 5.7m (18ft 8in) O.D. The 

deposit, clearly waterlaid, is very homogeneous with 
no apparent inclusions of rubbish debris and repre- 
sents a large body of water, held artlficialiy high, 
for a fairly long period of time, over more than 400 
sq m (4300 sq ft) adjacent to the bridge causeway. 
Although river levels on the Thames have risen and 
fallen in Saxon and medieval times it is unlikely 
that the river at Kingston ever reached to 5.7m O.D. 
(over l m  (3ft 3in) above the current river level) 
other than in short periods of severe flood. Kingston 
is assumed to have been, in post-Roman times, just 
above or at the tidal head and a var~ation in river 
level would only have been seasonal. The calculation 
of Thames river levels in post-Roman times is com- 
plicated but has been reviewed recently3 for the 
Trig Lane waterfront structures though the situation 
there is complicated by the extremes of tidal vari- 
ation. At Kingston thc rotted tops of the timber piles 
are fairly even at 4.2m (13ft 9in) O.D. (about 0.4m 
(16in) below present river level) so we must assume 
that the river level, at least since the 13th century, 
has never been lower than the top of the piles as they 
remain, i.e. c 4m (13ft) O.D. This compares with an 
Estimated Highest Tide level in the City of c 2m 
(6$ft) O.D. in the 14th century. 

The phase 1 pier base was obviously designed to 
stand in a free-flowing river but we cannot be sure 
what superstructure it supported. Roman bridges, of 
any size, we know were of timber trestles on masonry 
or even wooden piers and we must assume that Saxon 
and early medieval bridges were also of timber. Of 
the known medieval stone bridges most are of 
relatively small size and the span of each arch is 
fairly narrow not more than 10/15ft. We do have 
another early bridge in Kingston - the Clattern 
bridge which still survives over the Hogsmill just 
south of the Market Place. I t  spans some 12m (40ft) 

5. "Medieval Waterfront Developnlcnt at Trig Lane 
London" G and C Milne, "London & Middlesex 
Archaeol Soc Special Paper 5 (1982) 60-62. 
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Fig 5: North-south section through Phase 2 and Phase 3 walls. 



in three arches and is built of Ragstone with cham- 
fered edges but no vaulting ribs. It  is thought to be 
13th century or even slightly earlier and this may 
v ell be correct. 

On the middle Thames there were a few bridges 
in medieval times below Wallingford and most of 
these were of timber until quite late. Most have been 
reconstructed in stone but early timber bridges did 
exist at Caversham, Maidenhead, Windsor and 
Staines. The 16th century wooden bridge at Staines 
in particular was very similar to the bridge at 
Kingston. Albove Wlallingford there were a number 
of stone bridges, many of which survive in something 
like their original form, of medieval date. They span 
however relatively narrow widths of the river as do 
the series of stone bridges crossing the Wey in 
Surrey which Derek Renn has suggested are early 
13th century in construction probably for Waverley 
Abbey6. Also in Surrey, at Leatherhead, is a much 
longer bridge, nearly 250ft which again Renn holds 
to be of early 13th century da~te and is of stone, with 
chamfered arch ribs7. 

6 .  "The River Wev Bridges Between Farnham and Guild- 
ford" D. F. ~ & n ,  ~ i s e a r c h  V o l  Surrey ~ r c h a e o l  Soc 
1, (1974) 75-83. 

On balance it seems certain that the wooden piled 
appearance of the old bridge at Kingston in the 18th 
century reflected the medieval structure but that a 
distinct masonry approach had been constructed quite 
early to cope both with the marshy ground at the 
bottom of Old Bridge Street and to provide some 
form of spacific waterfront facility on tfhe north. 

I would like to thank Marion Hinton of Kingston 
Museum for help both before and during the 
excavation and for reading the text of this report. 
Also Joan Wakeford, of the Society, for her work on 
the documentary background and for explaining it to 
me. I must also acknowledge the assistance of 
Kingston ICorporation, Engineer's and Surveyor's 
Department, and Scott MacCracken of the South 
West London Archaeological Unit in making 
arrangements for the excavation, also to all the 
volunteers who helped dig on the site. The Ancient 
Monuments Laboratory (D.O.E.) undertook the 
remanent magnetic dating of the silts dnd Dr John 
Penn, of Kingston Polytechnic, helped with the 
environmental san~pling of the early levels. 

7. "The Old Bridge at Leatherhead" D. F. Renn, Proc 
Leatherhead & Dist Local Hist Soc. 3 no. 6 (1972) 165- 
166. 
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Fig 6: Phase 3 south revetment - south section. 
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Fig 7: Isometric reconstruction of all phases. 

THE ROMAN BRITISH ROOM, which was re- 
opened in October, contains some of the finest pro- 
vincial Roman material in the world. Alongside 
such familiar masterpieces as the Mddenhall 
Treasure, the Lullingstone wall-paintings, and the 
Classicianus tombstone, are displayed the Thetford 
and Water Newton treasures, the Hockwold silver 
cups, the Icklingham font and the Corbridge lanx, 
naming only a few. In orbit around these stars are 
thematic displays - glassware, ironwork, table- 
ware, medicine (especially interesting, this one), 
organic finds and pottery. Particularly welcome, and 
of great interest to archaeologist, are displays on the 
excavations at Stonea and in the Fens, and Uley, 
and writing tablets from Vindolanda. 

A new 'military' gallery shows maps, aerial photo- 
graphs and reconstruction drawing, as well as 
armour and other military artifacts. This gallery 
can be entered from the 'Man before Metals' room, 
and from it one can descend to the main body of 

the Room. I recommend this route in preference 
to the direct entrance to the Room, since the maps 
and photographs help put the artifactual and artistic 
materials in their geographical and historical setting. 

To some extent, the British Museum is 3 prisoner 
of its own collections. There are so many treasures 
that must be displayed in a relatively small space, 
that the scope for interpretation and the more every- 
day aspects of Roman Britain is rather restricted. 
The increased emphasis given to excavation, wel- 
come though it is, still leaves a suspicion that exca- 
vation is regarded primarily as a source of small 
finds. As an archaeologist, perhaps, I felt a lack 
of structural and domestic evidence. However, 
within the constraints of space, time and t h ~  cdlec- 
tions, the British Museum has done a very good 
job, and is to be congratulated. The new display is 
well worth a visit. 

CLIVE ORTON 
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