Historical Journey along the River Tees and its Tributaries

Synopsis
The document describes a virtual journey along the River Tees beginning at its source; the perspective is as
much historical as descriptive of the current scene. Where significant tributaries join the river, they also are
tracked back to their start-points. Particular attention is paid to bridges and watermills because of their intimate
associations with the rivers, but nearby buildings, both religious and secular are also given attention. Some
people have been specially important to developments associated with the river, and brief biographical notes are
provided for them. Finally, I would stress that this is very much a personal account dealing with facets of interest
to me during the 30 years or so that I spent living and working near the River Tees.
Document Navigation
I do not provide either a contents list, or an index, but to aid navigation through the document I give here page
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River Tees and its Tributaries
The River Tees flows for 135km, generally west to east from its source on the slopes of Crossfell, the highest
Pennine peak, to the North Sea between Redcar and Hartlepool. The mean flow rate at the point where it
becomes tidal is 295600 gallons per minute, equivalent to almost 30 standard road tankers being emptied every
minute; making some regional comparisons the River Tees has less than half the outflow of either of the Rivers
Tyne and Eden, which are of similar length, but more than that of the shorter River Wear. Although there are few
places which will feature in this account, along the whole length which I have not visited, apart from those on the
headwaters amongst the Pennines, my main connection has been with the downstream section of the river. I
lived for 25 years, less than half a kilometre from the left bank in the Stockton-on-Tees settlement of Eaglescliffe,
and worked a similar distance from the right bank in the Middlesbrough district of Grangetown, which meant
crossing the river twice on most days. In truth, by far my closest approach was on Eaglescliffe Golf Course
where at the most challenging hole, a golfer stands on a teeing ground a few metres from the left bank of a wide
and murky tidal river, and attempts to drive the ball across a substantial expanse of water, and high trees, to
reach a distant, apparently narrow fairway. It was a daunting shot, even for very good players, and when playing
matches against other golf clubs, I knew that if I kept my ball on the course, as I usually did, there was a good
chance that my opponent would not, and the hole would be won with little effort. It should also be said that in the
late 1970s on summer evenings the riverside here could be quite idyllic, provided that one did not go too close to
the dark river, since there was hardly a house in sight; unsurprisingly, that is no longer true, as built estates have
encroached on all sides.
The historical journey I describe is in an important sense virtual, in that I have not walked the full length of the
river and its tributaries. On the lower reaches of the river, I have covered a significant proportion of the walkways
to be found there, and have nearly fallen in more than once, but for the most part, the sites of interest dealt with
in this account, have been viewed on separate visits. Sometimes I have found no way of getting a desired view,
usually because the site concerned is private, which status has been respected by my doing no more than
mentioning the building of interest; where access is available occasionally or conditionally, I have sometimes
used photographs from the internet, usually acknowledging their provenance. As already mentioned, points of
interest near the sources of the river and its tributaries have been beyond my reach physically in recent years,
and there also I have used any photographs I have been able to find. I have referred to a number of documents,
including books, monographs and published learned papers and those which have been helpful are listed in the
bibliography which appears at the end of the document, but it is right to highlight the relevant Pevsner volumes
which have been invaluable, and can be used to fill out many of the short accounts presented here; it is at least
half a century since they were published, but this is not of great moment for historical journeys like that described
in this account. Maps on the National Library of Scotland website, maps.nls.uk have given a 19

th

century

baseline to my historical enquiries and have been a key tool for identifying the sites of water mills.
The places described are all fairly near to the river and its tributaries, and although I have allowed myself the
occasional detour, especially in riverside towns, I have rarely left the catchment. The aim has been to keep the
rivers and their tributaries central to the narrative, rather than using them as a vehicle for a wider study of the
lands around them. An ever-present temptation when producing an account like this is the inclusion of too much
information. I have read a few such narratives and some give details of every settlement and feature, so that no
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place stands out. Here, I have tried to preserve a sense that anywhere given more than a passing reference has
‘earned’ it, because the place does not conform to the normal run. I give most attention to water mills and old
bridges, because in a special sense, they are buildings of the rivers, as opposed to just being near to them. I will
perhaps be forgiven for steering anyone, who wants more information than I give here about bridges, to my own
compendium on the website, drtomsbooks.com. This is an appropriate place to acknowledge the help I have
received from my brother, Alastair Robertson who has prepared the sketch map which shows the river courses
and identifies the water mills on them; these items appear at the end of the account. In this regard, only those
th

th

mills operating in the period from the 17 to the 20 century are included, as older ones can rarely be located
with confidence. Those mills known to have existed in medieval times but long gone are mentioned in the text,
but they do not appear in the sketch maps. On a more negative note, I should make it clear that there are
aspects of the river and its tributaries which are hardly touched on in the document. Although I do try to identify
reserves and areas of special scientific interest, I have virtually nothing to say about the plant and animal life
generally in and around the rivers, nor do I have much to say about fishing. There is nothing in the document to
aid the navigation of any canoeist or boating enthusiast, and that includes finding hostelries, though I would hope
that it could enhance the enjoyment of trips they make along the rivers concerned, by identifying artefacts they
might see in passing and suggesting stopping-off points.
………………………
The River Tees rises on the eastern slopes of
Cross Fell, the highest Pennine hill, just
above the 750m contour at National Grid
Point NY 699 340, in the county of Cumbria.
As might be expected, water flows to other
rivers from different flanks of the bulky 893m
high peak, so streams rising on its western
slopes join the River Eden, while those
coming from its northern slopes feed the
River South Tyne. The stone marker at Tees
Head, actually indicates estate boundaries
and bears the initials of owners, according to
Clayton’s book, Headwaters, which describes treks to the sources of many British rivers. He found that water
surfaced very close to the stones, so I include a photograph of them, taken from the Cumbria Gazetteer website.
I have not been near this point, and am reliant on others for their observations, downstream for c30km as far as
the waterfall, High Force. That is a significant fraction of the total length, 23%, but the absence of personal
familiarity seems tolerable because, I have identified few features of historical interest on this stretch of the river.
However, one activity which took place over a long period beside the upper reaches of the River Tees was lead
th

th

mining. The industry gathered momentum in the 18 century, and continued into the 20 century. The leaded
ores are found, usually as sulphides (Galena) in seams and channels in the limestone rocks, which mixed with
clays and millstone grit form the bedrock in the upper Tees valley. The seams although narrow can be long, so
the mines that follow them may extend for several kilometres, deep underground. It was apparently difficult to

3

find the seams and a technique called hushing
which involved washing away vegetation and
soil was employed to expose bare rock in likely
places. Having dug out and collected the rock
containing the ore, a multi-stage process
separates it from accompanying debris, then
smelts it by heating with reducing agents in a
form of blast furnace, and finally treats it
chemically to remove impurities. This is not the
place for more detail, but I recommend the Shire
booklet written by L. Willies and listed in the
bibliography. The photograph taken by Mr.
Quinn looks upstream from the point where the
River Tees receives its first significant tributary, Trout Beck which joins on the right bank, 6½km from the source.
There was a lead mine here, at a height of c540m, and as an alternative to following the River Tees, a walker
can take a path which leads north-west for a kilometre to the source of the River South Tyne, and onwards down
that river valley. In spite of the altitude, the landscape is by no means rugged with rounded grass-covered hills,
though they are treeless, and the River Tees is a chattering stream flowing quickly in a rocky bed; no doubt the
scene is less hospitable in winter.
After a couple of loops the river meets the
county boundary between Cumbria and
Durham, and the two march together for the
short distance to Cow Green Reservoir,
12½km downstream from the source. The
reservoir, shown in the aerial view from the
south-east, was built between 1967 and 1971
to allow control of the water flow down the
river, especially by releasing water at times of
drought.

Water

is

removed

further

downstream for domestic and industrial use, and at that time the demands of industry on Teesside were growing
rapidly and consistent supply was seen as essential. There was great opposition to the scheme from
environmental groups, which delayed its completion for several years; they claimed that some rare specific
habitats would be destroyed, and more generally wished on principle to prevent a serious encroachment into the
wild landscape of the Pennines. The objectors lost eventually, and the reservoir was built to contain 8800 million
gallons, and it still regulates the flow rate along the river. On at least one occasion, drought conditions have
shrunk the expanse of water sufficiently to allow archaeological investigation in the flooded area.
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The run-off below the dam is known as
Cauldron Snout, a narrow, rocky channel
shown in the photograph. At the end of the
turbulent channel, the river bends left as it is
joined on the right bank by Maize Beck,
which the county boundary between Cumbria
and Durham follows upstream, leaving the
River Tees wholly in the latter county.
Another couple of bends, then a left bank
tributary, Harwood Beck joins, before the
river reaches the hamlet of Forest-in-Teesdale and the B6277 road, and becomes accessible to the likes of me.
………………………
About 3km along that road, travelling southeast, the car can be parked leaving a short
walk to the waterfall, High Force. My only visit
was around 1980, when I took my late mother
who was staying with me in Eaglescliffe at
the time. I remember a slow journey plagued
by surprisingly heavy traffic to get there, so
perhaps that frustration coloured our view,
and certainly there was less water than in the
photograph, with only the fall on the left
visible. There may have been other factors,
but they added up to a sense of anti-climax
when we saw the waterfall. Probably it was an unfair reaction, because there aren’t too many like-scenes in the
United Kingdom, where an already substantial river narrows right down before tumbling 22m into a seething
pool. The waterfall exists because the river bed upstream rests on hard whinstone, resistant to erosion, while
downstream there is softer carboniferous limestone which does erode. There are another set of waterfalls called
Low Force a short distance downstream, but we decided on the day, that they could only be even less
impressive so gave them a miss and I have never visited them.
The river cuts the 260m contour at the hamlet of Bowlees below Low Force, so has already descended almost
500m from its source. Here a beck rushes down from the slopes above the left bank, by way of waterfalls and
the undercut Gibson’s Cave, before negotiating a pipe bridge, otherwise a giant Irish Bridge, with water passing
through the pipes except in flood, when it flows over the top. The hamlets here, Bowlees, Newbiggin, and
Holwick, are less uniformly grey than might have been expected, with some whitewashed buildings and others of
limestone of various shades with white mortar picking out the gaps. Further along the B6277 road the centre of
Middleton-in-Teesdale, conforms to this pattern and on any decent day is a cheerful place. The market town has
a population of just over a thousand; its quite recent past was as a headquarters and dormitory town for lead
th

mining, and it was probably much smaller prior to that. The buildings are generally of the early 19 century or
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th

later, though Stotley Hall to the east, a private residence, was built in c1600. A fine early-19 century bridge with
a single segmental arch crosses the Tees here; it has the local signature of hood moulds above dressed arch
rings, and were it not for the many bridges of great distinction further downstream, I would give it more attention.
th

There is evidence that 2 watermills operated in the town through the 19 century, powered by the Hudeshope
Beck which flows north to south to the left bank of the River Tees. For the rest, Middleton-in-Teesdale is a centre
for the sheep farms which cover the local landscape, and a fine stopping-off point for those touring the Northern
Pennines on foot, bicycle, or car; in the latter context, the little town can be unexpectedly busy in summer. A rail
line to Barnard Castle further downstream opened in 1868, carrying goods and passenger traffic for almost a
century until closure in 1965; in that period a rail line ran close to the river for the remainder of its course.
The average water flow rate in the river is
measured here as 118800 gallons per minute
(12 standard tanker loads per minute). This is
interesting because leaving Cauldron Snout it
was 40000 gallons per minute, so thanks to
contributions from tributaries it has increased
almost 3-fold in a relatively short distance.
Immediately east of Middleton-in-Teesdale,
the River Tees is joined by a right bank
tributary, the River Lune, not of course to be
confused with its larger namesake which
flows through Lancaster to Morecambe Bay.
The headwaters rise above the 700m contour
on the eastern slopes of Little Fell, and after absorbing many tributaries the river flows past the south of Lune
Forest. Two reservoirs have been built in the dale; upstream is Selset Reservoir built in the 1930s, and
downstream is Grassholme Reservoir built in c1900. A watermill which ground corn was submerged when the
latter was filled, as was a packhorse bridge with two arches, which spanned the river channel and can be seen
occasionally when the water level is very low. The old postcard view, showing both and taken from the Lunedale
Heritage website, must date to c1890 at latest. The River Lune continues as the reservoir run-off, passing on the
th

left bank, Laithkirk church which is thought to have been converted from a tithe barn in the 16 century, before
th

being heavily restored in the 19 century. On the right bank, stands the small linear village of Mickleton where
th

there were 2 watermills in the 19 century, both grinding corn. Here the River Lune completes its 22 kilometre
journey and joins with the River Tees.
…………………………..
From this confluence, the River Tees flows generally south-east, receiving water from small tributaries running
off the hills on each bank, which rise in some cases to over 500m, and separate Teesdale from Weardale to the
north, and the valleys of the river’s own tributaries to the south. The growing river passes between the small
villages of Eggleston on the left bank, and Romaldkirk on the right bank. The latter is said to be named for an
Anglo-Saxon saint, St. Rumwold, possibly a son of a King of Northumbria, and the large church, built for the
extensive parish rather than the hamlet in which it stands, is dedicated to him. Although some have suggested
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that there is Anglo-Saxon fabric, presumably surviving from a predecessor, Pevsner seems convinced that the
th

Norman arcades and other stonework date the church as an entity to the 12 century; unusually he pauses to
acknowledge its fine setting beside a village green, and amongst trees and Georgian houses.
Eggleston Bridge, viewed from downstream
in the photograph, carries the B6281 over the
River

Tees

linking

the

aforementioned

villages, and is one of many imposing old
bridges to be encountered on this journey.
The two high segmental arches span 36m in
total, so the individual arches probably span
c14m. The fabric is a mixture of coursed
squared sandstone, and sandstone rubble.
There are double flush arch rings of dressed
voussoirs,

and

horizontal

bands

at

carriageway level below parapets of coursed
stone, which are later replacements and don’t quite gel with the rest of the structure. The single massive pier, on
a plinth, carries large triangular cutwaters, upstream and downstream, which extend upwards to provide refuges.
The carriageway is 3.3m wide only, and clearly the bridge has not been widened at any time. The fact that it is so
th

narrow, gives weight to the idea that it was built no later than the 17 century, but it is unlikely that it stood before
then; it has been very well maintained.
The river next swings further to the south and
3½km downstream arrives at the village of
Cotherstone on the right bank, where it
receives the River Balder which joins from
the west. This stream begins as one branch
amongst many which come together to form
the river, at a height of nearly 500m, on
Stainmore

Common.

Its

passage

is

interrupted by 3 reservoirs, 2 built in the late
th

19

century, the furthest downstream, Hury

Reservoir, and next to it, Blackton Reservoir,
and the largest and furthest upstream, Balderhead Reservoir which was filled in 1965. The normal outflow from
Hury Reservoir, which averages 8200 gallons per minute, continues eastwards to Cotherstone, where the
remarkable Balder Bridge, viewed from downstream in my photograph, carries the B6277 over the river.
th

Authorities suggest that it dates from the 15 century, but was ‘rebuilt’ in the 1680s. Certainly, I can believe that
it was refaced at the later date, and that bands above the arch, raked to either side, as shown in the photograph,
were added as a part of this exercise. However, the single pointed arch itself with double arch rings in two
orders, and the four lightly chamfered ribs nearest the downstream face, are typical medieval features and surely
survive from the earlier date. The bridge which spans 12m was widened upstream in 1896, probably from just
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over 3m to around 4.5m, and to the credit of those involved, considerable effort was made to duplicate the main
features of the existing bridge. So the arch shape was preserved, as was the design of the arch rings and two
additional ribs were added, (though they are unchamfered); only the new parapet built with very large blocks
looks out of place. A corbelled-out square refuge above the crown of the arch was added at this face. The fabric
is largely sandstone ashlar with snecked and rock-faced rebuilt sections. A short distance downstream, the River
Balder enters the right bank of the River Tees, having flowed 21km from its source. Immediately south of the
confluence, Cotherstone Castle dates to 1090. It was a motte and bailey fortalice, protected on two sides by the
rivers, and initially built of earth and timber, but probably given stone buildings at the beginning of the 13

th

century. However it was captured and demolished by a Scottish invading army in 1316, and although the
earthworks remain prominent, only a few fragments of masonry can be seen. Balder watermill was in
th

Cotherstone, possibly grinding corn in the 17 century, and in photographs of c1900; a mill on the River Balder
where it now leaves the Hury Reservoir, operated until the reservoir was created. Otherwise, Cotherstone is a
pleasant, mainly stone-built village, with green spaces and a scattering of large Georgian buildings.
The River Tees arrives next at the ancient
market town of Barnard Castle on the left
bank, and the small village of Startforth on
the right bank. The river receives another
right bank tributary here, Deepdale Beck,
which rises amidst hills over 500m high,
south of Stainmore Common, and collects
water from many tributaries while flowing
eastwards. Three interesting bridges cross
this stream. Deepdale Footbridge is 14km
from the source, but still in high country with
pastoral farms round about. It is not easy to
get to, but a minor road between Bowes and
Cotherstone passing to its west is the best approach for those like me who wish to minimise the walking
distance. The bridge is rubble-built and comprises a single segmental arch spanning 9.9m, with double arch
rings in two orders. The parapets are 0.75m high and splay out markedly at the ends of the bridge, enclosing a
rough trackway that narrows to 1.6m. Hinchliffe, an expert on such bridges, attributes this one to a William
Hutchinson, who was apparently saved from drowning at the spot, and built it in 1699. Perhaps the only reason
for doubting this is the excellent condition of the bridge, shown in the photograph, given that it is isolated and
cannot be much used.
A short distance downstream, the Deepdale Beck was crossed by an extraordinary structure, which carried a
railway line between Barnard Castle and Kirkby Stephen by way of Bowes, the Stainmore Railway; it was built as
part of a line connecting the Stockton and Darlington Railway to the precursor of the West Coast Main Line.
Anyone who has driven along that route will realise that the climbs alone would be formidable for a railway, and
there were deep river valleys to cross. As was often the case with railway projects, funding was scarce, so it is
not surprising that (Sir) Thomas Bouch was appointed engineer. By this time he had become the ‘go to man’ in
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such situations. He certainly cut corners and
probably took too much on trust, as was
eventually to be shown when the Tay Bridge
collapse was investigated. That disaster
proved terminal for his reputation and he
never recovered, dying soon afterwards.
However, although he got the Tay Bridge
project catastrophically wrong, he was not
alone amongst railway engineers in that;
Robert Stephenson built a bridge across the
River Dee which collapsed, with fatal but less
spectacular

consequences,

and

his

reputation survived only slightly tarnished. As
for Bouch, many of his bridges and viaducts gave decades of service, including the Stainmore Railway
completed in 1861 and open for almost exactly a century. There were 3 viaducts like the one shown in the
postcard, which crossed Deepdale Beck. It had 10 wrought iron trestles which created 11 spans, adding up in
length to 222m, and the height above the stream was c50m. There was an even longer (317m) and higher
viaduct of the same design at Belah near Kirkby Stephen. Fragile as they might look, the viaducts gave no
problems in a hundred years, though weight restrictions were placed on them towards the ends of their working
th

lives; unfortunately, these monuments to 19 century engineering were demolished in the 1960s, soon after the
line closed. The Tay Bridge also incorporated iron trestles but in a much more demanding environment.
The beck cascades through a series of
waterfalls in a nature reserve before it arrives
rd

at a 3 bridge, which at least in its early form,
is a mystery. Deepdale Bridge in Startforth,
carries the B6277, and

comprises one

segmental arch built of coursed rubble. There
is documentary evidence for a bridge already
here in 1605, and to repairs carried out in the
next two centuries. However, it is possible to
say little more about that bridge, which may
th

date to the 16 century. As can just about be
seen in the photograph of the underside
(soffits) of the bridge, the original structure
has been sandwiched between newer extensions which have increased the width from just over 2m to 6m. The
th

th

faces of the bridge which can be seen date to the 18 and 19 centuries and few people will realise that there is
a much older hidden bridge at its core. Deepdale Mill was on the left bank, here and ground corn from the
medieval period through to 1900, and Ullathorne Mill which produced thread was on the right bank of the River
Tees, just after the confluence with the beck. Continuing this theme, a useful northeastmills website lists the
following watermills on the left bank, i.e., in Barnard Castle, namely, a saw mill, Thorngate Mill which ground
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corn from 1827, Demesnes Mill which ground corn and produced flax, and Lendings Mill which made paper.
When I last walked that way a few years ago some of the mill-buildings still stood, though none was occupied
………………………..
Across the River Tees from the village of
Startforth is Barnard Castle, a small
market town of population a little greater
than 5000, and yet of more historical
interest than anywhere of comparable
size, I can call to mind. The Romans
made the crossing by way of a paved
ford, but now traffic uses a magnificent
old bridge which has stood for c500 years
since 1500, Barnard Castle Bridge. It is
entirely late medieval in form, though it was substantially repaired in 1596, as implied by a date-stone affixed to a
wall on the road leading to the town centre. It sustained damage again in a major flood of 1771, though the basic
structure remained intact. It is built of ashlar stone blocks, and has two unequal slightly pointed arches, the larger
of which spans 17.1m, the smaller, 13.5m, separated by a massive pier giving a total bridge length of 40m. The
carriageway is 4.5m wide, and is as originally built. Each arch rests on triple arch rings recessed in three orders
but unchamfered, and they are supported by five wide ribs, also unchamfered. There are large cutwaters,
upstream and downstream, rising to refuges at road level. There are squinches at the north-west and south-east
external corners which support the carriageway as it splays outwards. I took the photograph from slightly
upstream and above, on a walkway round the ruined castle which towers above the bridge.
From there, the road into the town centre,
corkscrews round the rock on which the
castle

stands,

and

climbs

between

Georgian buildings to reach the market
cross, a building dating to 1747, which is
shown on the right of the photograph
alongside. The tower of the parish church
of St. Mary is prominent on the left of the
photograph, and it was built in the late
th

13 century. However, other parts of the
church including the north wall of the
chancel are older dating to 1130 when the
church was founded by Bernard de Balliol, who also built much of the castle which is reached by continuing
northwards past the market cross, and turning left.
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Barnard Castle was a motte and bailey sited
high above the right bank of the River Tees.
Built in 1095 by the first Bernard de Balliol
and then extended and rebuilt in stone by his
son and namesake in the first half of the 12
th

century. In the 13

th

and 14

th

centuries the

hall, the cylindrical keep (Round Tower) and
3 outer wards (Outer, Middle and Town) were
added. The castle was granted to the Earls of
Warwick in 1307, but it was not maintained
over the following two centuries as they
continued to live mainly in Warwick Castle. The castle was attacked and captured in 1536 and 1569 during
northern rebellions against the imposition of the Protestant religion and afterwards was left to decay. In 1630 it
was sold off and quarried. The aerial view from the north shows the inner ward on the right, moated and with a
curtain wall, strengthened by towers including the large round tower; it was entered through a fortified gateway.
Inside the inner ward, to the right, was a hall, together with a large kitchen and other domestic buildings. The
town ward is on the left, and housed some ancillary buildings while the large outer ward was separated from the
town and middle wards by the wall and gatehouse still partly to be seen nearer the top of the photograph.
th

th

As a Scotsman, I should say more about the Balliols, who played a key role in Scottish affairs in the 13 and 14

centuries. John Balliol, born in c1250 inherited large estates in England, including Barnard Castle, and also in
Galloway; through his mother he also inherited a fairly distant claim to the Scottish throne which probably
seemed of little import in his younger days, because the then Scottish King, Alexander III was expected to
produce direct heirs. However, the King fell off a cliff in Fife in 1286, and other deaths catapulted John Baliol
towards the throne for which his main rival was Robert Bruce, another noble with Northern English roots, and
grandfather of the future king. In an act which now seems foolish to an extreme degree, though strenuous efforts
have been made by historians to find retrospective justification, the Scottish auditors asked King Edward I of
England to chair the court which judged between the 13 claimants. The choice of John Balliol was entirely
reasonable, but predictably, King Edward used the authority given to him to force the weak King into total
subservience; his reign only lasted 4 years until 1296 before he was forced to abdicate by Scottish magnates,
but King Edward as Balliol’s sponsor then had the excuse he needed to invade Scotland, so beginning the 1

st

Scottish War of Independence which was to last until 1328. John Balliol, who had earned the soubriquet ‘Toom
Tabard’ meaning essentially a man of no substance, lost his castle and was imprisoned by King Edward, but was
then allowed to go to France, where he died in 1314. Balliol’s son Edward, born in 1283, was a much more able
and certainly more persistent man than his father. Although King Robert the Bruce seemed to have settled the
matters of the succession to the throne of his family, and Scottish independence, his death in 1329 leaving a
child to succeed, followed swiftly by the deaths of his two great lieutenants, Thomas Randolph, Earl of Moray,
and Sir James Douglas, left Scotland in a gravely weakened state. For 19 years thereafter, following each and
every Scottish setback, Edward Balliol mounted attacks and invasions with English backing; they usually
amounted to disruptive interludes lasting a few months, except when he won the Battle of Dupplin Moor in 1332,
but they completely unsettled the nation. He was willing to concede any amount of land and power in Scotland,
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to his English sponsors, in return for a nominal role as King. Eventually, in 1356, when 72 years old he
performed his final hostile act by leaving his claim to the English King, Edward III, before he died without issue in
1367. Some have portrayed this saga as mainly a dynastic rivalry with the Bruces, but a sense of nationality had
grown fast enough for Edward Baliol to be seen as a traitor by a majority. John Balliol was a man totally out of
his depth, but there is something much more self-serving and disreputable about the career of Edward Balliol.
The Bowes Museum is on the east side of the
town, housed in the grandiose building
designed to look like a French Chateau,
which is shown in the photograph. It was
founded by John Bowes, born in 1811, the
th

illegitimate son of the 10 Earl of Strathmore
and his mistress Mary Milner, who were
married on the Earl’s deathbed in 1820,
presumably in part to legitimise their son.
After a court case, the Earl’s brother won the
earldom, though the son inherited properties
which made him a very wealthy man. He served as a Liberal member of parliament between 1832 and 1847, and
owned a stud and stables at Streatlam near Barnard Castle, which produced the winners of 8 English Classics,
including 4 Derbys. However, he left England for France in c1850, upset, justifiably in modern eyes, by society’s
attitude to his delayed legitimacy, and took a French actress, Josephine Coffin-Chevallier as his mistress before
marrying her. They developed the concept of the museum, and amassed a huge collection of items which is
housed there, though neither lived to see it opened in 1892. I visited twice, some years ago, and I remember
being somewhat overwhelmed by its scale; there are enough paintings, porcelaine items, textiles and jewels to
fill a few separate museums, though I would not go far to see the prized silver swan automaton in motion.
Immediately downstream of Barnard Castle,
but on the right bank are the ruins of
Egglestone Abbey. The Premonstratensian
Abbey was founded in 1198, initially with only
3 canons in residence. The first church was
small, but presumably, an increase in their
number to 15 prompted a rebuilding towards
th

the end of the 13 century in which the church
was widened towards the south, while the
chancel was lengthened and the prominent 5light east window was installed. A central tower was also erected, the whole being completed in Decorated style.
The ruins, with the east window prominent, are shown in the postcard view. The claustral buildings were to the
north, and extended beyond the west end of the church. The abbey was never well endowed, and it was sacked
twice in the early 14

th

century, first by a Scottish army, then an English one. However, it survived until it was

suppressed in 1540, and sold; its purchaser built a house around the north and east ranges, retaining their
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general arrangement, so such buildings as the chapter house and dormitory can still be identified. Other
th

buildings were either pulled down or as in the case of the church, allowed to decay. In the 19 century, the house
was converted into cottages, which are now ruined.
Abbey Bridge which gives access over the
River Tees from the left bank was built in
1773, and has a single segmental arch
spanning 23m; it was a fine addition to the
impressive series of bridges along the river.
Between the abbey and the river is a less
impressive,

but

older

bridge,

Thorsgill

Packhorse Bridge, which crosses a beck of
that name, beside a minor road which runs
south of the River Tees. It is shown
alongside. The single hog-backed arch is
segmental and spans 8.1m. The track-way is 1.6m wide and paved with large cobbles; the parapets are less
than 0.5m high. The fabric is squared roughly-tooled stone, with single flush shaped arch rings; the bridge is
th

thought to date from the 17 century, though it may have had precursors associated with the abbey. Egglestone
Abbey watermill has been a corn mill and a paper mill, during a history which presumably goes back to medieval
times; the buildings which still stand, though the mill is disused, are perhaps of the early 19

th

century. All the

buildings mentioned were visited and painted by J. W. M. Turner in 1816.
…………………………..
Another 2km downstream, the River Tees receives on the right bank one of its larger tributaries, the River Greta.
This stream and other feeders rise in the bleak moorland of Bowes Moor on the south side of the A66 transPennine road. The course is 26½km long, and it delivers a mean flow of 30500 gallons per minute into the parent
river. A cluster of buildings between the source and the road, occupy the site of a medieval hospital (then, more
a refuge for travellers than accommodation for the sick), which later became an actual hostelry, the Old Spittal
Inn. I passed this way often during my working life, and in the early days, remember being regaled with tales of
dark doings there, though it seems that the main legend did not concern a murder which I was told about, but a
brave maid who thwarted supernatural thieves. A Roman road followed the same route and fortlets and camps
have been excavated. Beside a lay-by on the north side of the road, is the base of Rey Cross. It has been
th

variously described as marking the burial place of Eric Bloodaxe, a 10 century ruler of Northumbria, who is said
th

to have been murdered or killed in battle there, or as an early 12 century boundary marker between Scotland,
which then incorporated Cumbria, and England. During my time in the region, the road was often blocked by
snow and that still happens, though probably not as frequently. It was not a great problem for me when there
was warning, but on a couple of occasions, when I had gone, from my base in Middlesbrough to visit the
steelworks at Workington on the west coast, and it rained heavily while I was there. I thought little of it, but
heading home I arrived at the junction between the M6 and the A66 to find signs indicating that the latter road
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was blocked. There were alternative routes, but a 160km return journey had suddenly become more than twice
as long.
As it leaves the moor, the River Greta is
joined on the right bank by its largest
tributary, Sleightholme Beck, before it arrives
at Bowes Castle. The castle was probably
founded by Alan, Earl of Richmond sometime
after 1137, but it reverted to the English
crown in 1171; thereafter it had various
owners before becoming a royal possession
again in 1471. It remained habitable until the
Civil War when it was sleighted, and
thereafter quarrying took place. The keep
stands on a moated platform in what was
once the north-west corner of a Roman Fort,
Lavatrae; the remainder of the fort became
an outer bailey. The photograph was taken from the south, rather late in the day. The impressive keep is
rectangular in plan, of dimensions 24.4 X 17m with walls 3.6m thick, buttressed at the corners and half-way
along each wall. It was originally 3 storeys high, entered at first-floor level via the main door in the east wall, on
the right in the photograph. The two upper floors and the basement, which provided secure storage space, were
linked by the spiral staircase in the thickness of the wall at the south-east corner. The first floor, suspended on
th

th

vaulting added in the 13 or 14 century, was divided into a hall and a chamber by a cross-wall. The spiral stair
continued up to the second floor, which presumably provided sleeping accommodation, but is now inaccessible
and ruinous. There is no evidence of stone buildings in the bailey, or a curtain wall around it. Bowes watermill,
immediately south of the castle, apparently still operated in c1900, but that is all I know of it.
Scargill Castle built by a family of that name
in the 15

th

century is downstream near the

right bank; it was a fortified house with a
courtyard entered by a gatehouse which still
stands to full height, but otherwise there are
only low ruins. Brignall watermill which
ground corn, was nearby and dates to the
th

18

century

but

is

now

converted

to

residences. From here the river hooks
northwards to pass under Greta Bridge,
which was designed by the York architect
John Carr, and opened in 1773. Ashlar throughout, it has a segmental arch with a span of 24m; there are single
arch rings below hood moulds, and the parapets are balustraded. The photograph shows this very elegant
bridge, which carried the A66 until bypassed in the late 20

14

th

century. The village beside it was the site of a

Roman fort and a vicus (town) which grew up
beside it. The lower courses of Roman
buildings have been uncovered by excavation
and then reburied for their preservation.
There is an interesting link with Charles
Dickens who spent a short time there, and
transposed local buildings into his novel
Nicholas Nickleby. The literary theme is
easily continued, as Sir Walter Scott was a
regular visitor to the mansion of Rokeby Park,
which is a short distance downstream close
to the confluence of the River Greta with the River Tees. The Italianate Palladian building was built in 1735, with
interiors designed by John Carr, as a more comfortable replacement for Mortham Tower, which is shown in the
th

photograph. This fortified courtyard house of the Rokeby family was begun in the 14 century, after a previous
house had been destroyed by Scottish invaders, and the buildings nearest the camera, including the hall in the
th

centre right were built then. The pele tower, unusual in being so far south, was added in the 15 century. The
building fell into disrepair after Rokeby Park was built and was only restored in the late-1930s. I am afraid my
only view of this building was of the tower above the trees when I fear I might have been trespassing.
Continuing along the River Tees, the village
of

Whorlton on the right bank was until

recently well known for its Lido, where people
could bathe in the river, at that point clean if
cold, but the facility has

now closed.

However, Whorlton has another claim to
fame, namely the suspension bridge shown
alongside. The bridge was opened in 1831,
12 years after Union Bridge over the River
Tweed near Berwick-upon-Tweed, so it is not
the oldest of its type surviving in the country as is sometimes claimed though it may indeed be the oldest
employing its original chains; it has a span of 53m and the suspended platform is 5.4m wide, though posts limit
vehicle widths to 1.8m, and the weight limit is 3 tonnes. There is a tradition of suspension bridges on the River
Tees, because at Low Force waterfall near Middleton-in-Teesdale, a suspension footbridge, Wynch Bridge,
which may have been the first in Europe, was opened in 1741 for the convenience of miners; it collapsed in the
th

early 19 century but was replaced by a similar bridge which still stands. Returning to Whorlton, the next stretch
of the river is gorge-like with riverside cliffs which explain the name of the next hamlet on the right bank, Wycliffe.
th

th

There was a ford here, and after the 17 century a ferry, while a lade fed a saw mill in the 19 century. The
church of St. Mary is old, dating to 1240, and houses Anglo-Saxon stone fragments. The church reformer John
Wycliffe came from the north and although probably not born in Wycliffe, he may have lived for a while in a
th

th

fortified medieval hall there, as the Wycliffes were lords of the manor from the 12 to the 17 century. The
connection is tenuous, so I shall not reflect further on a life which might have ended in fiery death without John of
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Gaunt’s protection, but will move on downstream to Winston, a village with a 12

th

century church, and an

exceptional bridge completed in 1763 with a single segmental masonry arch spanning 34m, perhaps the largest
in the world at that time. In 1988, a famous photograph appeared of a Spitfire being flown under the bridge, not a
unique escapade, but one that grabbed attention because of the wide distribution of the images.
………………………………
A short distance downstream the river is joined by a left bank tributary, there called Alwent Beck, but for most of
its 20km length known as Langley Beck. The stream rises near Eggleston, further up the River Tees, and flows
generally eastwards to arrive on the south side of the park of Raby Castle, just north of the village of Staindrop.
An outlier, the Old Lodge was a pele tower built to house the park keeper in c1500, but has been restored as
holiday accommodation. The castle of the Neville family was begun in 1331, though it was greatly strengthened
and extended in 1370. The power of the family who had obtained the Earldom of Westmorland, and were
connected to the Earls of Warwick, waxed for a century and a half, not least , in the time of the ‘Kingmaker’ and
when a daughter became Queen to King Richard III. However, they remained Catholic after the Reformation and
this led to forfeiture in 1569. The next important family to be associated with the castle were the Vanes, who
acquired it in 1626, and eventually became Dukes of Cleveland in 1833. The extinction of the Dukedom in 1891
left the family with the secondary title of Lord Barnard; Raby Castle is owned by the present title-holder and is
open to the public. The earliest buildings were a keep, the Kitchen Tower, the Watch Tower and a hall, together
with other domestic buildings arranged round an inner court. Shortly afterwards, other towers followed, and also
the high curtain wall and the moat. The Vanes made major alterations and additions in the 18

th

and 19

th

centuries, though the overall configuration did not change. The photograph obtained from the ‘thisisdurham’
website was taken from the south-west, and does justice to an impressive-looking building in a fine setting.
However, I have visited Raby Castle a few times, and have been slightly underwhelmed as it is far from the
rugged medieval fortress of first impressions; its powerful owners built more for comfort than defence and it was
never besieged. As I remember, the furnishings and artefacts were more of a museum than a historic residence.

Nearby, Staindrop is a linear village built along the present A688, which divides a long village green. There are a
plethora of 18

th

century stone-built houses on each side of the road, mostly listed, but the most important
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building is the Collegiate Church of St. Mary.
The first church on the site is thought to have
been built in 771; it was dedicated to St.
Gregory and enlarged through the AngloSaxon period. This church has left a few
fragmentary traces in the nave, but the
th

present building dates mainly to the 12 and
th

13

centuries. It became collegiate in 1408

under the aegis of the powerful Neville family
of Raby Castle; the college which was dedicated to St. Mary, comprised a ‘keeper’, 8 chaplains, and 4 clerks,
while provision was made for 18 poor men to live with the priests. The college had reduced a bit in size by the
time it was suppressed in the 1540s when a master, 4 chaplains, 2 choristers, 2 clerks and 13 poor men were
discharged. After the Dissolution, the college buildings north of the church, which would have included a hall,
sleeping accommodation and service buildings including a kitchen were demolished, but the church continued to
serve the parish. However its patrons, the Nevilles were by then much diminished in power and prestige, and in
th

the mid-17 century, Raby Castle along with the patronage of Staindrop Church were acquired by the Vane
family, who later became Dukes of Cleveland. Their effigies together with those of the Nevilles are in the church.
th

In the 19 century, there were 2 watermills fed from Langley Beck at the west end of the village, probably both
corn mills, and a saw mill, probably water powered, was at the south-east end. A short distance downstream, the
name of the beck changes and it arrives at Alwent Mill, which ground corn between 1792 and 1948. Apparently,
the mill machinery may still be in place.
From here Alwent Beck continues to its
junction with the River Tees, which comes
next to Gainford on the left bank. This is a
very pleasant village with stone houses and a
green; I used to visit occasionally on Sunday
afternoons just to walk around. There is a
th

13

century

church,

and

the

well-

proportioned Gainford Hall was built in 1603,
with massive chimneys, and is still occupied.
However, for the greatest historical interest
one must cross to the right bank of the River
Tees, not by the ferry which ceased to
operate 80 years ago, nor by the two fords
which gave the village its name, nor by a
rickety bridge. Instead, it is necessary

to

return upriver to Winston, and there cross the river on the B6274 and travel by minor roads and farm tracks to
the deserted village of Barforth, which looks over Gainford from high ground to the south. Barforth is no more
than humps and bumps in a field, but there are 3 standing structures. One is the ruined chapel of St. Lawrence
at the top in the photograph, the second is the bridge just visible in the lower right, and the third, a medieval
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dovecot, which is c100m north of the chapel.
It is thought that St. Laurence chapel was
th

built in the 12 century, with the most striking
feature, the 3-light east window dating to a
th

century later. In the 16 century, at least part
of the building was converted to a priest’s
house, but the desertion of the village
thereafter must have led to its falling into ruin.
The aforementioned bridge is a remarkable
survival. Barforth Chapel Bridge, which dates
th

to the 14 century, now only carries a farm
track over a small tributary of the River Tees,
called variously Hell Hole, Black Beck, or
Chapel Gill. It once gave access to Barforth
manor house from the chapel and village,
and to Gainford by way of ford or ferry. The
bridge comprising a single sharply pointed
arch, has a span of 2.7m, and a width of 3m. Unusually the parapets are carried on corbel tables. The single
flush arch rings are dressed and chamfered on both faces, though the fabric of the two faces is different with
largely squared stone downstream and more random rubble upstream, which might imply widening at some time.
There are 3 supporting ribs in the soffits, though as I could only view them from downstream, I cannot confirm
that they are chamfered upstream The decorative appearance of the bridge is a mystery, and must mean that
the chapel to which it gave access had some special significance in medieval times. Returning to the River Tees
and negotiating two bends, the county boundary between Durham and North Yorkshire moves north to the
centre of the river just short of the left bank location of Gainford watermill which ground corn, until c1900.
Another 3km, and the River Tees arrives at the site of Piercebridge watermill, a corn mill which may have existed
th

in the 17 century, but which had also ceased to operate by c1900.
…………………………
This is a harbinger of arrival at an important Roman
settlement, but before reaching it, the river passes
under a fine medieval bridge. Piercebridge Bridge
carries the B6275 road across the River Tees. The
first stone bridge here, may have been built in the
th

13

century, but comments by Leland, plus the

similarity of the structure, to the bridge at Barnard
Castle, suggest that the standing bridge like the
latter was built in c1500. In 1781 the bridge was more than doubled in width, by adding downstream a bridge of
quite different appearance, albeit of the same ashlar sandstone fabric. Unfortunately, the best illustration of the
medieval face, which I have been able to present is a poor copy of a fairly poor quality photograph in the book
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authored by Jervoise, nearly a century ago. Frustratingly, on a couple of visits I could find no way of gaining
access upstream of the bridge to view and photograph the original aspect, and although the internet carries
many images of the downstream extension, there seem to be none of the upstream aspect; hopefully someone
in a boat might rectify this before too long. At least, the two outer pointed arches and central segmental arch of
the late medieval bridge can be seen. There are double unchamfered arch-rings in two orders, not dissimilar to
the triple arch-rings at Barnard Castle, though there are no supporting ribs; there is a very noticeable squinch on
the northern arch, which mirrors those at Barnard Castle. Stepped triangular cutwaters flank the central arch and
rise to form pedestrian refuges. The parapet, which has a band at road level and chamfered coping, is clearly a
more recent addition. The central arch spans 22.5m, and the bridge is 68.5m long. As indicated above, the
downstream aspect is of an 18

th

century bridge, with segmental arches and single recessed arch-rings

surmounted by hood moulds, though the change in shape, marking the transition to the medieval bridge can be
clearly seen on the underside of each arch.
The settlement of Piercebridge developed at
the point where Dere Street, the main Roman
Road north from York, crossed the River
Tees. A timber bridge was constructed by the
army around AD 80, and 20 years later a
civilian settlement (vicus) had developed, but
no

evidence

has

been

found

of

a

contemporary fort in the immediate vicinity. In
c150, the bridge over the River Tees was
destroyed by flooding. The replacement, this
time of stone, was several hundred metres
downstream and the remains can be seen
today, though it is quite difficult to relate what
at first sight are rather disordered heaps of
stones to drawings of the bridge as it must have been. The bridge consisted of north and south abutments and
four pointed piers which were all built from large stone blocks locked together by iron clamps. Between each
stone pier was submerged, flat stone paving which calmed the flow of the river to reduce erosion of the piers.
The road platform would have been of timber. In c260 the Romans did build a fort, here. The remains not
covered by modern housing are shown in the Webb Aviation aerial photograph; the fort was probably known as
Morbium. The fortification conformed to the standard 'playing card' layout with a headquarters building in the
centre, beside the commanding officer's house and barracks, workshops, granaries and a hospital occupied the
remainder of the compound; plans on the site identify the footings visible on the photograph. The defences
consisted of a stone curtain wall with gates centrally placed on each side, and a 'V' shaped ditch outside the wall.
Past Piercebridge, on the left bank of the river is the hamlet of Carlbury, where there was a watermill fed by a
lade taken from the Piercebridge Beck which joins the River Tees here; the mill ground corn until it was
destroyed by fire in 1889. High Coniscliffe, nearby, next along the river on the left bank also had a watermill,
drawing water from Ulnaby Beck. Again, corn was the product with the mill operating in the 18

19

th

th

and 19

centuries, but now converted to houses. The church of St. Edwin, which sits on a cliff above the River Tees, is
old, dating to the 11

th

century, but the small village and its partner Low Coniscliffe, for all that they retain

attributes of rural landscape like village greens, are now mainly populated by commuters because the river has
reached the western outskirts of Darlington.
………………………………
Darlington is a busy market town with a population of 105000. It is an old place with Anglo-Saxon origins but
there is little sign of great age in the built environment, apart from 2 churches, one St. Cuthbert’s which dates to
1183, in the town centre, the other St. Andrew’s which dates to1125, in Haughton, a village now absorbed by the
town’s growth to the north-east. The explanation for the relatively modern townscape is the fact that until the 19

th

century, Darlington was a small local centre, and it was only then that industry, and especially the railways
produced dramatic growth. Quaker families like the Peases provided much of the capital for developments; they
were majority funders of the Stockton to Darlington Railway, (which actually ran from Stockton via Darlington to
the Durham town of Shildon, to reach coal mines there, though it also carried passengers). Darlington became a
major railway centre, with factories manufacturing locomotives, and wagons until the 1960s. It remains an
important junction on the East Coast Line, serving the Teesside towns of Stockton, Middlesbrough and
Hartlepool; most fast trains between London and Edinburgh still stop there. I got to know the station rather too
well in my very early days working on Teesside. If I wished to be in Edinburgh during a weekend, and could not
go by car, the train was the obvious recourse. However there was a catch; the last Sunday train which connected
with Middlesbrough left Edinburgh at 5.30 PM, and there were a few occasions on which I was stranded
overnight in Darlington station, unable to afford a taxi home. In winter, certainly, it was a very cold place.
Where the A67 enters Darlington from the west on the left bank of the river, there are red brick buildings by the
side of the road with signs indicating that they belong to the companies responsible for water supply. After 1849
they housed pumps which took water from the River Tees, and passed it through filter beds, from where it was
distributed to the population of Darlington and its surrounds, for domestic and industrial use. Now the old pumps,
including a massive steam-powered Beam Engine are working museum pieces, replaced by more modern
equipment. However, water is still removed from the River Tees here to satisfy the needs of the town, and it
should probably be emphasised that the water is filtered and chemically treated, but the river is clean here,
whatever might be thought of the water quality further downstream. The river skirts the town to the south, as it
begins the tortuous series of meanders that characterise the next part of its course, passing through Blackwell
now a leafy suburb in the south-west of the town, but once the location of a motte and bailey castle. Darlington
really stands on the River Skerne, a left bank tributary of the River Tees, which flows generally south to join its
parent at Hurworth. Once again, I shall pause to follow a tributary from its source, supplying a little more
information about Darlington as I do so.
The River Skerne is the longest tributary of the River Tees; for some reason its length is quoted as 40km in a
number of sources, yet my own measurements from a number of maps give a consistent value of 49km. It is
visible at the junction between the M1 and the A689, and flows through bleak moorland there, having come quite
a distance from its source, but this must due to poor drainage and soil quality, rather than height, because it is
below 100m. It rises in a marshy patch of ground c120m above sea-level, west of the triangle formed by 3
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villages, Trimdon, Trimdon Grange, and Trimdon Colliery. The church of St. Mary Magdalene in Trimdon dates to
1155, and the chancel of that date survives along with its horseshoe arch, but the villages are dominated by
more recent history. A coal mine was sunk in 1845, and much of the housing to be seen now was built for
miners. An underground disaster took place in 1882 when an explosion resulted in the deaths of 74 miners,
devastating anywhere, but especially so in a relatively small community. The mine remained open after that but
closed in 1968. Tony Blair, Prime Minister from 1997 to 2007, represented the parliamentary constituency
containing the Trimdons and owned a house in Trimdon Colliery; President George W. Bush had a pint of beer
with him at a local public house in 2003. The River Skerne flows eastwards first to reach Hurworth Burn
Reservoir, which was opened in 1867 to supply water to Hartlepool for industrial purposes, but is now a leisure
resource with the emphasis on fishing and bird-watching. On leaving the south end of the reservoir, the river
flows south-west, through seemingly near-deserted countryside, until it passes between another mining village,
Fishburn, for years the site of a rather smelly coking plant, and the small market town of Sedgefield, on the left
bank. Now with a lot of new housing very much a favourite of commuters (mainly to Teesside), Sedgefield has a
th

13 century church beside the green in the town centre, but is best known for its racecourse.
th

Nearby is the site of Hardwick Mill, disused from the 19 century, and a short distance downstream, the river
arrives at another disused watermill at Bradbury village, before criss-crossing under the M1. Next come corn and
fulling mills fed by lades at Ricknall, where the river is beginning to skirt the east side of the new town, Newton
Aycliffe. A post-war development, located beside an old village, Aycliffe, it has grown to a population of 30000;
the town has attracted industrial enterprises, but has been hit by high profile closures. Intriguingly, in the years
after its foundation its development became a pet project of William Beveridge, the economist and social
reformer, whose report of 1942 is credited with delineating the welfare state as introduced by the Attlee
government. He bought a house there and attempted to mould the town to accord with his ideals, but in truth
when I first saw Newton Aycliffe in the 1970s, much seemed to have gone wrong, and matters have improved
little since. The centre, for a town of its size, never mind one intended to expand, was pathetic, offering minimal
shopping and other facilities in tatty surroundings, and beyond it, the main impression was of endless streets
lined with similar houses, spread over a very wide area. I suspect that a major problem is its location, near two
healthy townships, Darlington and Durham, compounded by its being little more than half an hour away by road
from the regional centre, Newcastle-upon-Tyne. I doubt if it will ever reach the critical mass which would allow it
to overcome the pull of these places, and so gain the investment it obviously requires. There were two watermills
th

at Aycliffe, the ‘Old Mill’ and Holme Mill, the former certainly operating in the 18 century, and probably much
th

earlier, the latter a 19 century mill.
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From here, the river is the close companion
of the main railway line as they approach the
north end of Darlington. The river passes by
a series of villages, now all suburbs,
Brafferton, Coatham Mundeville, Beaumont
Hill, Barmpton, Great Burdon, and Haughton
le Skerne as it flows south, then east, then
west, then south again to reach the centre of
the town. In Beaumont Hill it flows some
distance away from the curious little bridge,
shown

in

the

photograph,

which

once

crossed it, but has been left high and dry by a change of course. The single segmental arch has a span of 7.2m
and the width is just over 1.4m between parapets 0.6m high. There are single arch rings below a hood mould on
th

each face, with prominent keystones, usually an 18 century marker. In medieval times a bridge here, is said to
have been on a packhorse route along which salt was transported, but not I think, this bridge, which although it
may have elements dating to the 16th or 17th century as authorities suggest, has clearly been rebuilt to a greater
or lesser extent since then. The church of St. Andrew in Haughton-le-Skerne has already been mentioned, and is
a fine if understated building with a nave almost 800 years old. During restorative work, pieces of an AngloSaxon cross were found embedded in a wall, evidence perhaps that a church stood here in that period. There
th

were watermills at Brafferton and Coatham Mundeville in the 18 century, the latter producing thread as well as
grinding corn, and further downstream watermills at Great Burdon and Haughton-le Skerne produced flour.
On the southern reach towards the town
centre, there was a saw mill, which may at
some point have been a wool mill. It is
difficult to reconcile sources of information
but there are references to spinning mills, a
bleachfield, and carpet and linen manufacture
in the middle of the town. The dominating
collegiate church of St. Cuthbert is on the
right bank of the river. The photograph, taken
from the north-west highlights the solidity of
the building.

The college was founded by

Bishop Pudsey of Durham, in the second half
of the 12

th

century with 4 canon portioners

who shared the tithes of the large local
parish, one being the resident vicar of the
church. The college was suppressed in 1550,
but the church continued in a parochial role.
There was an Anglo-Saxon predecessor, but
the present building dates to between 1180 and 1220. It is cruciform with a large crossing tower surmounted by a
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spire reaching 46m in height; the nave has twin aisles and an ancient roof but the chancel is aisle-less, and its
roof is modern. There was a restoration by Sir George Gilbert Scott in the 1860s, but it was restrained. There are
th

references to a mansion built in the 12 century to house the canons, and to a bishop’s palace which still stood
th

in the 19 century, south of the church, but no traces remain where a utilitarian office block now stands. Not long
before I started to live and work in the area, the River Skerne must have flowed through a very different town
centre to the one I know. Old maps show densely packed streets lined by terraced houses on the left bank,
together with industrial sites including a foundry and a brick works; there was a cattle market to the south. They
have all been cleared away and replaced by car parks and a fire station. There is green space on each side of a
ring road, and the river which flows beside it is in a wide channel to minimise the risk of the flooding to which it
was once prone. The main street, Skinnergate, and the market square are to the west. The river comes next to
South Park, an extensive leisure space since 1853, with gardens, an aviary, woodland, and grassed areas. At
th

th

the southern boundary, a weir directs water into a lade which supplied Blackwell Mill, either the 12 or 13 along
the river. From here, the River Skerne flows southwards for 3km to join the River Tees.
…………………………..
Just upstream of the junction with the River
Skerne, the River Tees is joined on its right
bank, by a smaller but no less interesting
tributary, Clow Beck. This stream rises west
of Hutton Magna, a few kilometres south of
Whorlton, already encountered as a village
on the Tees and flows generally eastwards,
but its regular name changes can cause
confusion. So it begins as Hutton Beck, then
becomes Caldwell Beck, then Forcett Beck,
then Aldborough Beck, and finally Clow Beck.
It passes the site of Caldwell watermill after
the first name change, and then the estate of
Forcett Hall on the right bank, a country house of Elizabethan origins, which after a fire in 1726, was turned into
the Palladian mansion, rated as outstanding by Pevsner. The ‘garden view’ shown in the photograph, has a 5bay centre, divided by ionic pilasters, while the entrance front is equally impressive, with pilasters again much in
evidence. The owners in this period were the Shuttleworths, a Lancashire family who moved there from
Gawthorpe Hall, though they eventually returned to their original home. The grounds which extend over 90ha,
contain a lake occupying 7ha, and otherwise woods with rare trees, gardens, a grotto, and a fountain. Entry is
beneath a triumphal arch, with lodges to the sides, leading into a driveway. It seems that the hall has not been
well maintained, and attempts to sell the property in the last decade have been unsuccessful. Just to the east of
th

the hall is the church of St. Cuthbert, largely rebuilt in the mid-19

century, but incorporating much older

th

artefacts, such as a 12 century doorway, and a number of Anglo-Saxon stones in the walls, including a cross
and tombs. There are also memorials to the Shuttleworths inside the church.
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The

stream

has

assumed

the

name,

Aldborough Beck, before it passes the
remarkable

Stanwick

Fortifications.

It

is

difficult to convey the scale of the earthworks,
which rise to a height of almost 5m in places;
the ramparts extend to 9km and enclose
300ha, completely surrounding the village of
Stanwick St John, and impinging on Forcett
Park, as shown on the annotated map. (The
villages of Forcett and Carlton are 1.6km
apart). The

photograph

is

of

a

partly

excavated length of the ramparts. The
fortifications are thought to have been raised
by either or both of King Venutius and Queen
Cartimundua, of the Brigantes tribe in c70
AD. The two rulers are known to have
quarrelled

at

that

time,

and

Queen

Cartimundua had Roman support, whereas
her husband was driven to revolt, perhaps
successfully, at least for a period. The role of
the fortifications is unknown, in spite of
excavations by Sir Mortimer Wheeler and
other

distinguished

archaeologists;

it

is

impossible to say who was there exactly
when, nearly 2000 years ago, and that may
never change. Considering the scale of the earthworks and the fact that they were built with hand-tools, perhaps
within a shortish time period if they were a response to a threat, large numbers are likely to have been involved.
Aldbrough Bridge, viewed from downstream
in the photograph alongside, is on the village
green of Aldbrough St. John and carries a
footpath over the Aldbrough Beck. The bridge
is 14.5m long, and the width between the
parapets is 1.3m; the latter are 1.1m high but
probably superseded low kerbs of which
traces remain. There are three rubble-built
arches; the two to the north are sharply
pointed with single flush roughly shaped arch rings, that to the south is much shallower, and stilted, with rather
undefined second arch rings flush above the lower ones. The southern pier is substantially larger than the other
which leads to a suspicion that the third shallow arch might have been a later addition, originally to allow flood
water to escape through a causeway. Each pier has a triangular upstream cutwater, with those downstream
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being rounded. The structure, is usually classed as a packhorse bridge, but its dating is a puzzle. It is hard to
th

imagine that arches of that shape would be built after 1500, but otherwise it might be taken for a 17 century
bridge. Another puzzle concerns the name of the village which would normally imply that its church was named
th

for St. John, yet the 19 century church is named for St. Paul. In fact Aldbrough was in the parish of Stanwick,
which did have a church named for St. John, when the postal service, wishing to avoid confusion between 3
Aldbroughs in Yorkshire, took the necessary steps to add that saint’s name. Leaving this village of puzzles, the
stream makes its final name change to Clow Beck close to where it passes under the A1(M), and moves on
eastwards past the site of a disused watermill at Jolby towards its junction with the River Tees, where it fed the
mill race of Croft Mill which is on the right bank of the river, opposite the confluence with the River Skerne. Just
upstream from there it passes under Clow Beck Bridge, which is said to contain elements dating to the 15

th

century, but nothing of that age is visible, so I shall move on without giving it more attention.
……………………….
The River Tees as viewed entering Croft is very different from the fast-flowing river of its upper reaches, where it
rushes over waterfalls and through gorges, generating whirlpools, waves, and white water between shorter
stretches of relatively calm flow. The transition is some distance upstream, near Piercebridge where it breaches
the 60m contour and changes quite abruptly into a deep, wide and sluggish stream with only occasional ripples
in the surface, except when running high after heavy rain. Another obvious sign is the appearance of large
meanders. It is a big river with the average flow rate, measured before water is abstracted in Darlington, 241500
gallons per minute (24 standard tanker loads per minute). Tributaries like the River Skerne (20,900 gallons per
minute), and Clow Beck (9900 gallons per minute) continue to add, but varying abstraction rates mean that the
next downstream measurement near Yarm is less meaningful. High moorlands and upland farms have been left
far behind, and the landscape now is made up of cultivated fields, mainly arable but interspersed with fields
holding cattle and less frequently, sheep or horses, together with enough woods and copses to create a
patchwork viewed from the air. At a distance, hills can still be seen, but the North Yorkshire Moors with their flat
tops, to the south-east, are more distinct than the pointed Pennine peaks to the west.

Croft Bridge, is shown above viewed from upstream so the view is of an extension rather than the original bridge,
though the main features are similar, (unfortunately access cannot be gained to obtain a comparable
downstream view). It carries the A167 over the River Tees, linking Hurworth Place on the left bank to Croft.
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Overall, the seven-arch bridge and its approaches are about 160m long, with six pointed arches each spanning
11.4m; the carriageway is now 12m wide. The arch nearest the left bank is rounded downstream, but slightly
pointed at the other face, and is smaller, as compared with the other arches; the walls splay out at the ends.
There are references to a bridge here as early as 1356, but the present bridge most likely dates from the 15
th

th

th

th

century. Thereafter, many repairs are documented during the 16 , 17 and 18 centuries, but the form and main
features of the bridge remained largely unaltered. The last of these exercises took place after a great flood in
1753, and then in 1795 the bridge was widened upstream by 6m. The engineer, John Carr, already mentioned
as the designer of Greta Bridge, made special efforts to preserve the form of the medieval bridge, so that apart
from a colour difference, between the coursed rubble on the two faces, (redder on the original) the structure as a
whole remained coherent. In my view his achievement was considerable. He installed 6 new chamfered ribs in
the soffits of each arch, to add to the 5 originals. There are triangular-plan cutwaters on each broad pier which
rise to form semi-octagonal refuges. The arch-rings are chamfered with hoodmoulds on the newer upstream
face, whereas downstream they are double in two orders and chamfered; perhaps the extra expense of making
double arch rings explains why he did not duplicate this feature as well. The parapets, which must postdate
Carr’s work, are corbelled out on both faces.
th

At the Croft end of the bridge, the church of St. Peter has a tower with a lower stage of the 12 century, but most
of it was built in the Decorated style over the next 200 years. It is an eye-catching building but its greatest claim
to fame now is the connection with Lewis Carroll, whose father was rector for 25 years after 1843, so that the
son will have spent much time in the church, before going on to an academic career, and undying fame as the
author of Alice in Wonderland. As cars leave the bridge, they are faced by the large block of Croft Spa Hotel, a
th

reminder that there was a spa here from the 17 century, after a spring was discovered which produced water
with supposedly beneficial properties. Though the water was bottled and sold as far afield as London, the spa
never acquired great popularity, or the anything like the status of those at Bath and Harrogate. On the left bank
Hurworth-on-Tees is now a pleasant commuter village, but at its west end, nearest Croft Bridge is Hurworth
Place which has a different ambience because the main street is lined with small terrace houses. The Stockton
and Darlington Railway built a branch to a coal depot here in 1829, and in 1841 the Tees was bridged and the
line was extended to York, and all places south. Hurworth Place acquired new importance as a goods station,
and it became the passenger station for Croft Spa. The station closed in the 1960s, but the main North-East line
remains as do many of the dwellings which housed station-workers and give the village its ambience. From here
the river loops south around Rockliffe, the location of an up-market hotel, and then returns to Hurworth-on-Tees
before embarking on a tighter loop south to the hamlet of Eryholme on the right bank. For some reason, obscure
to me now, I regarded this as a slightly mysterious place when exploring the area after my arrival on Teesside in
th

1971, but it is an easily accessible hamlet built around a 13 century church and a manor house.
The next bend in the river brings it, past High Ford, an early crossing point for the Great North Road, where local
Lords of Sockburn met each newly-consecrated Bishop of Durham, to present and receive back a sword, the
‘Conyer Falchion’. The medieval landowners, named Conyers, were allegedly awarded the lands of Sockburn as
reward after one of them slew a ‘dragon’ that had terrified the neighbourhood and the ceremony represented a
renewal of their lease; there are quite a few such tales associated with Northern English rivers, and it has been
suggested that in some cases they derive from distant, distorted memories of the killing of the leader of a Viking
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raiding party. The ceremony has recently
been revived, but the participants now stand
on Croft Bridge, so do not get their feet wet.
The river flows on to Neasham, another
commuter village on the left bank, but from
1150, the location of a Benedictine Nunnery.
The Dissolution in 1540 was followed by
destruction, and no trace has been left
though a modern house has acquired the
name.

The

aforementioned

hamlet

of

Sockburn is inside a much deeper southward
loop, which contains a mansion, Sockburn
th

Hall, rebuilt in the 19 century, and the partruined church of All Saints, shown in the
photograph taken from the website of a
restoration project. The standing remains are
of the Anglo-Saxon nave; an aisle was added
in the 12

th

century, and the chancel was

rebuilt in the 13

th

century, but Anglo-Saxon

foundations of its predecessor have been
excavated. The Conyers chapel was added
north of the nave, in the 14

th

century as a

burial chamber for the Conyers family; the
schematic from the British History website
shows a rather confusing lay-out.

It is
th

thought that the stone Anglo-Saxon church replaced a wooden one which may have stood from the 8 century,
as there are religious traditions linked to the site, stretching back to that period.
From Sockburn, the River Tees swings north by way of the settlements of Girsby and Dinsdale to Middleton St.
George; there may have been 3 watermills along this stretch at different times but information is scanty. The lastnamed small village is just west of the airfield which started life as RAF Goosepool, (named for a local farm) but
took the name of the said village when it opened as a Bomber Command station in 1941. In 1943 it was
assigned to the Royal Canadian Air Force, but returned to RAF control after the war. Amongst aircraft to fly from
there, during and after the 2

nd

World War were the Avro Lancaster, the Handley Page Halifax, the Vickers

Wellington, the Gloster Meteor, the Hawker Hunter, and the Gloster Javelin. The RAF left Middleton St. George
in 1964, and the airfield became Teesside International Airport. I got to know it all too well in the early years of
the Millennium when British Steel merged with the Dutch Steelmaker Hoogovens to form Corus. I acquired
responsibilities in the Netherlands, and every 2 or 3 weeks I flew there. Most often, this meant catching the socalled ‘red eye’ flight which departed for Amsterdam Schipol Airport at 6.00 AM; I had to get up at 3.30 AM, even
though I lived nearby, and as often as not my flight seemed to be late. Cups of strong Dutch coffee would keep
me going, during each long day of meetings, but I was rarely at my best on the following day. Since then the
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airport has seen difficult times, mainly because of competition from airports like Leeds/Bradford and Newcastle,
hardly more than an hour away by road, but not helped by a name change to Durham Tees Valley Airport which
brought some ridicule before it reverted to the previous name. As I write, its future is insecure as there are few
scheduled flights, though the local authorities in the area which are the majority owners will no doubt find the
money to keep it open. Between the village and the airport is the hamlet of Middleton One Row which is named
logically because its main street has houses and a hotel on one side, and on the other a steep bank down to the
River Tees. It can be viewed from minor roads on the other bank which are at a lower level, and when it catches
the sun it is a fine spectacle. Confusion around church names seems to be a speciality around here; the church
in Middleton St. George is named St. Lawrence, but is redundant. The parish church is named St. George, but it
is some distance beyond the village to the east. The river continues to loop its way eastwards, by way of the
hamlets, Low Middleton, High Worsall, Low Worsall, and Aislabie to the outskirts of Yarm.
………………………..
The River Tees used to become tidal at Low
Worsall, but it may be that a barrage nearer
the

river

mouth

has

pushed

the

limit

upstream by maintaining a higher water level.
The county boundary between Durham and
North Yorkshire leaves the River Tees
between Low Worsall and Aislabie, turning
south to leave Yarm firmly in Durham,
regardless of the views of older inhabitants,
who

still

think

of

themselves

as

Yorkshiremen. When I began to live in
Eaglescliffe in the late-1970s, I was in
Durham, but Yarm within easy walking
distance was in North Yorkshire; the Yarm
public houses closed at 10.00 PM, but they
did not do so in Eaglescliffe until 11.00 PM,
so on any evening at about 10.15 PM, a procession could be seen making its way over the bridge across the
River Tees, and I was sometimes a part of it. The situation of the town of Yarm, as it was before expansion
southwards to accommodate a growing population of c8500, is certainly unusual as shown in the aerial view.
Apart from the river loop which contains the town, the dominant feature is the railway viaduct, designed by
Thomas Grainger and opened in 1852. It comprises 43 arches, of which 41 are of brick, and span 12m each.
The 2 exceptions are of stone and cross the river Tees at a height of 20m, spanning 20m each; the total length
of the structure is 690m. In recent years the number of passenger trains carried has increased, with the start-up
of direct routes from Sunderland to London, and Middlesbrough to Manchester, but the 167 year-old viaduct has
proved adequate for the demands placed on it, needing only normal maintenance. In many places such a fine
viaduct would be an engineering highlight, but as can be seen in the aerial view it is just upstream (to the right) of
a road bridge in which is preserved much of one of the great medieval bridges over the River Tees.
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Yarm Bridge which connects Egglescliffe and
Yarm has a long history. A wooden bridge
th

was documented in the early 13 century, but
Bishop Skirlaw of Durham had that replaced
by a stone bridge in c1400. According to
Leland, that bridge had 3 arches, but the
present bridge, viewed from upstream, has 5,
all but the northernmost being pointed
(Gothic). It is known that the Civil War saw
the then northernmost arch broken down and
replaced by a drawbridge which remained in place till nearly the end of the 17

th

century. However, there is

documentary evidence that a pointed replacement was built then, so the present arch may date to the early 19

th

century, when the bridge was more than doubled in width from 3.6m to c7.5m. The change from 3 to 5 arches is
undocumented, but the southern flood arch looks like a later addition, though not the one next to it, No. 2 reading
from the south, because as can be seen in the photograph above, that arch carries four well-worn supporting ribs
on the upstream side, the only arch to do so. The location of these ribs, and the appearance of all but the
northernmost arch, suggest that 3 arches of a medieval bridge, Nos. 2, 3, and 4 can indeed be viewed from
upstream. The segmental arch spans 15m, and the medieval ones are estimated to span c11.5m. From
th

downstream, the bridge conforms to 19 century norms with flattened if still very slightly pointed arches, large
arch-rings surmounted by hood moulds, and generous cutwaters rising to refuges. The fabric on both faces is
sandstone ashlar. A replacement metal bridge was built before Yarm Bridge was widened early in the 19th
century, but the new bridge collapsed almost immediately, otherwise the stone bridge would probably have been
dismantled, because it was thought to contribute to the flooding to which Yarm was prone. The photograph
below shows the upstream (medieval) face, with the modern segmental arch on the left, and Gothic arches, Nos.
4, and 3, plus part of arch No. 2, in the centre and right of the frame.

The Yarm end of the bridge leads onto the very broad High Street, with attractive buildings, some Georgian, on
each side. Many contain small shops, restaurants, or public houses. The little town hall was built apparently in
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Dutch style and dates to 1710. Originally it
stood on open arches around the old market
cross, while the room above was used for
court and council meetings. On the lower
walls are plaques which commemorate the
sponsors of the Stockton to Darlington
Railway, who met in Yarm, and mark the
levels reached by water during the worst
floods, (up to slightly more than 2m above
ground level). The town hall is shown in the
photograph alongside. The High Street is
unfortunately blighted by traffic. It is the
A167, and carries traffic south from Stockton,
connecting with other busy roads. The
popularity of the shops and public houses in
the town, results in the whole of the very wide
street, apart from the 2-lane through route
being used for parking, and the large area is
rarely less than well-filled with cars and
delivery vans. So through-traffic has to mix with vehicles going slowly while seeking parking spaces, and then
stopping to access them. The result is a permanent traffic jam, usually extending well beyond the town centre,
north and south. Yarm has one of the most pleasant townscapes in the north of England, but it is difficult to
imagine walking around for pleasure. There is probably no solution. Roads have been built which might have
taken some through traffic away, but planning permission continues to be given for housing on the south side of
the town, and many of the residents will find it nearly impossible to avoid driving through the centre of Yarm.
th

Yarm was a port in the 12 century, and probably earlier, though the river downstream was wider and shallower
then so only small ships could get there. Gradually through the middle ages, trade shifted to Stockton-on-Tees
and ship-building on the north bank of the river, near the old bridge also ceased. The first market charter was
th

granted by King John in the early 13 century, and the town was also allowed to hold 2 one-day fairs each year.
In 1674, King Charles II awarded a new charter, in which the number of fairs allowed was increased to 4. By the
th

19 century the market and 3 of the fairs were no longer held, but the October Fair continued, with sales of
horses and farm produce the mainstay. Entertainments were an important part of the 3-day events, and they
have come to dominate with fairground rides and stalls replacing less formal travelling performances, and trading
is not now a feature. It seems unlikely that the Fair will continue in its present form for much longer, as the
disruption it causes is increasingly criticised not least by Yarm businesses, and the popularity of its offering is in
decline. There was a Dominican Friary in the town, south of the centre beyond the loop in the river; it was
founded in 1266, housing 30 friars, though by the time of its suppression in 1538, there were only 11. A hospital,
dedicated to St. Nicholas and founded in 1185, was a little further south, housing a warden, 2 priests and 10
poor and/or sick men; it also survived until the Dissolution. The establishments are remembered now only by the
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th

names of buildings and roads; an 18 century house called the Friarage is at the centre of Yarm Private School.
Southwards from there, modern housing takes over.
……………………………
On leaving Yarm, the river bends north again
and at the apex, receives a right bank
tributary, the River Leven, which drains some
of the north-western slopes of the North
Yorkshire Moors. It rises from springs at a
height of 279m on Warren Moor, south of the
small village of Kildale, and flows north-east;
the lush autumn vegetation along this stretch
of the stream, 1½km from the source, is
shown in my photograph. Here the river
horseshoes, to flow west, away from the
watershed from the other side of which, water
flows to the River Esk and Whitby; perhaps
this was not always the case and a more
obvious route to the sea was blocked by
deposits from the retreating ice-cap, 11700
years ago. This stretch of the river keeps
company with the Esk Valley Railway Line
which links Middlesbrough to Whitby, and at
the

intermediate

station

of

Grosmont

connects with the North Yorkshire Moors
Heritage Railway on which steam engines
run. The Esk Valley line was not built as a
single entity, but was put together bit by bit in
th

the 19 century, though this is not the place
to go into detail; it is now run as a community
railway which enables local organisations to
lend the financial support necessary to keep
open a line through a rural area. Kildale is an old settlement, but there are no old buildings; downstream there
was a bleachfield, which suggests a textile mill of some kind nearby, but information is absent. The river is
descending quite fast, and the hamlet of Easby marks the point where it leaves the North Yorkshire Moors; here
there was another mill fed by a lade. Above the right bank on top of Easby Moor at a height of 324m is the
Captain Cook Monument, shown above; Roseberry Topping is the hill seen at a distance on the left of the
monument. Before saying a little about the great sea-farer, I will mention a neat story about the hill, which I first
climbed to enjoy the fine view, many years ago. A family of distinguished Scottish lawyers called Primrose
th

acquired estates round Edinburgh in the 17 century, and the then head of the family married a lady from North
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Yorkshire. When ennobled in 1703, he took the name of the prominent Yorkshire hill for his title to honour her
and her family, but spelt it wrongly with only a single ‘r’. His successors have included an Earl of Rosebery who
th

was Prime Minister in the late 19 century, and the title is still extant, perpetuating a spelling mistake.
James Cook is undoubtedly the hero-figure of this area. He was born in 1728 in Marton just south of
Middlesbrough, to a Scottish father who was a farm manager, and a locally-born mother, and the family moved
to Great Ayton, a village below the monument when he was 8 years old. He went to school there, but left when
13, to work for his father, and then moved to Whitby where he entered the Merchant Navy in 1746. After
completing an apprenticeship, and passing a number of exams, he became first a mate, and then was offered
command of a ship. At this point, in 1755, he decided to join the Royal Navy, and by 1757, he had passed more
exams to become a master; this was a very important position which qualified him to navigate ships, but he was
not a commissioned officer. For the next decade he built an unsurpassed reputation in surveying and
astronomical observation; he produced river charts which helped guide the force which captured Quebec, and
more generally charted the east coast of Canada, and Newfoundland, all the while submitting astronomical data
to the Royal Society of London. This resulted in his being appointed to command a scientific expedition to the
Pacific in 1768, and at the age of 39 he was promoted to the rank of lieutenant. He made 3 such voyages, hardly
lost a crew member at a time when diseases like scurvy were still rife, and transformed understanding in Europe
about the geography of the Pacific region. He paved the way for the acquisition of a large part of the 2

nd

British

Empire by finding and determining the extent of lands like Australia; I avoid the term ‘discovered’. He was
promoted to the rank of post captain in 1775, after his 2

nd

voyage, at the age of 47, but simultaneously given

honourable retirement, the latter a curious step which Cook contested. (Horatio Nelson achieved the same rank
in 1779 at the age of 21, a sign in his case of boundless ability, but also of ‘suitable’ background and of
patronage). Captain James Cook was killed in 1779, in Hawaii during his 3

rd

voyage, as a result of a dispute with

local inhabitants to which his response was uncharacteristically foolhardy, as he went almost alone to seek
redress. I will spare readers the gruesome details of what was done to his body. Cook is respected for his rise
from relatively humble beginnings and for his self-taught mastery of navigation, surveying, and astronomical
observation, but his achievements would have been remarkable for anyone, regardless of background.
The River Leven swings north towards Great
Ayton, and then west through the village. The
settlement retains the feel of a village,
although with a population of c5000, it has
become a popular living place for the
managerial classes working in Teesside. The
river flows between grassy banks and two
roads, as shown in the photograph. The
church of All Saints is mainly Norman of the
th

12 century, and Pevsner notes the chancel
arch, and the south doorway, but the nave
windows added in 1790 which are large, and
round-headed, completely ruin the overall appearance of the building. There were 2 mills on the left bank in the
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village, namely Ayton Mill and Grange Mill, both fed by the same lade, and both grinding corn. One at least may
th

th

rd

have existed in the medieval period, and they certainly operated between the 18 and 20 centuries. A 3 mill
th

was installed at the east end of the village in the late 18 century, Heselton’s Mill. It certainly had a varied life; for
a short time it spun flax and then cotton, before becoming an oil mill in which linseed was crushed. Then it
became a corn mill, and then an electricity generator in the 1930s.
Stokesley is 5km south-west of Great Ayton;
the two have much the same population,
c5000, and both are commuter settlements
nowadays. However, Stokesley, a more
bustling place, looks like a small market town
with its wide main street; it gained a charter
to hold fairs in 1223. The church has late
medieval elements, but no other building in
the town approaches that age. There were 2
watermills in Stokesley, Fiddlers Mill on the
eastern edge, and New Mill just west of the
centre; the former may have had a long
th

history, and both ground corn in the 19 and
th

20 centuries. A mill wheel dating to c1850 was rescued when Fiddler’s Mill was demolished in 1983, and is
displayed near its old location. The river is hardly visible in the town, flowing south of the buildings in the centre,
and under an interesting old bridge. Stokesley Packhorse Bridge is used now only by pedestrians and
presumably cyclists willing to trust the cobbled track-way. It is hog-backed with a single segmental arch, of width
1.5m, and a span of 10.8m. The fabric is coursed stone (rubble), and there are double arch rings in two orders,
th

but the ashlar parapets of height, 0.9m, are a relatively recent construct. The consensus is for a 17 century
build-date, since there is a record of repairs in 1638, and its appearance suggests it can be little older than that.
Access is easy, but the bridge is very much enclosed by buildings, and the pipe carried across the arch, in view
in the photograph above, is something of a blot.
West of Stokesley, the River Leven receives its longest tributary, the River Tame, on the right bank; this stream
rises as Main Stell near to the town of Guisborough, and flows generally south-west for c13½km to meet its
parent at Leven Mouth. Somewhat surprisingly, I have found no evidence of any watermill on the stream, and
there are no buildings of special historic interest which suggest a detour. The River Leven continues generally
westwards, but meandering, and in a deepening valley until it reaches the twin villages that make up Hutton
Rudby. A bridge over the River Leven, built in 1755 with 2 segmental arches, separates Hutton, a name
suggesting Anglo-Saxon origins, from Rudby to its north, with a name of Viking derivation. There is new
executive housing here, but less of it in than in the likes of Stokesley, so Hutton Rudby retains more of its original
character. A very large road haulage company is based just outside the village but does not impinge on it,
th

though it certainly does on the narrow roads nearby. All Saints church with 14 century fabric is beside the
bridge. On the left bank of the river, there was a watermill, which ground corn until 1757, then became a paper
mill until 1830. A period of spinning flax (linen) then followed, before the mill was converted to make sailcloth,
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which it continued to do until it closed in
1908; it has since been demolished. Its
location is shown in the photograph with the
start of a fish ladder in view The main street
of Hutton passes through a broad green, with
stone houses on each side, but behind them
behind to the north, the land falls steeply into
the Leven valley. Crathorne is 2½km west of
Hutton Rudby, and here the River Leven
swings north, still in a steep-sided valley, and
still meandering. According to the British
History website, the first documentation of a
watermill in Crathorne, the next village
th

downstream, dates to 1328, and there were two by the 16 century. A corn mill and a fulling mill existed in 1717,
th

and by the early 19 century, there was a bleachfield and 2 associated cloth finishing mills, though by 1844, only
th

the corn mill was operating, and it is presumably the one shown on late-19 century maps. Crathorne Hall is an
Edwardian country house, converted into a luxurious hotel in the late 1970s. Not long after that, I dined there a
few times with an uncle who was responsible for a large engineering contract, let to Davy McKee based in
Stockton-on-Tees; the project was for an enhancement of facilities in New Zealand, and my relative visited the
company every 6 months or so, for high level reviews of progress. He had lived abroad for many years but not as
far away as New Zealand, and it is an irony that I saw him more then, than when he had lived rather closer.
Following the river northwards, the earthwork
remains of Castle Levington loom above the
left bank. It was an early 12

th

century earth

and timber ringwork fortress, founded by
Robert de Brus (an ancestor of the Scottish
king). In 1158, after the Anarchy in the reign
of King Stephen, the castle was probably
dismantled soon afterwards, on instruction
th

from King Henry II. In the late 13 century, a
timber hall seems to have been built on the
site, and occupied until the end of the 14

th

century. Now only earthworks remain; a large inner platform is

encased by an earthen breastwork, 2m above the interior and 9m above a wide outer ditch extending from the
north-west to south-east. The view of the earthworks in the upper photograph, taken on a misty morning, is from
the north-east. Old maps suggest that there was a watermill on the river bank below the castle, but information is
scant. Downstream from here there have been two more watermills on the river, one at the hamlet of Hilton,
documented in 1618, and the other where the A1044 crosses the river at Leven Bridge. The church of St. Peter
th

in Hilton is unusual; it is a small 2-chamber building dating to the 12 century with 2 Norman doorways. However
th

viewed architecturally there are blemishes, though Pevsner was kind about them; in particular, the 18 century
replacement windows, the bell-cote, and the modern one-piece roof do not sit well with the rest of the building. A
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short distance further, and the River Leven
completes its journey of 46km by joining the
right bank of the River Tees as shown in the
lower photograph taken by Ms. Rose; the
River Leven is flowing from the top of the field
of view, while the River Tees flows from right
to left. From there, the River Tees flows
northwards,

past

the

oldest

part

of

Egglescliffe on a high bluff above the left
bank, overlooking Yarm. Georgian Houses
cluster round a small green, in a pleasant
backwater, although modern houses encroach from the north. The church is mainly 15

th

century built in

th

Perpendicular style, but with a 12 century Norman doorway. Moving on, the golf course mentioned at the start
of this account occupies a stretch of the left bank, on the right bank, the large Ingleby Barwick housing estate
comes ever closer to the river.
…………………………
The river is approaching the heart of the
Teesside conurbation when it passes Preston
Hall Park on the left bank. The estate extends
over 40ha, centred on the said hall which was
built in 1882, for Robert Ropner, an industrial
magnate, but later passed to the local council
who opened it to the public in 1953. The hall
is rather unimpressive, not least because
functional

ancillary

buildings

have

mushroomed around it, but they provide very
serviceable spaces for the museum exhibits which they now contain. The grounds are home to a wide range of
leisure facilities, from butterfly world to skateboard park and the large space in front of the hall is a venue for
local events. Perhaps the most interesting feature is almost hidden in trees at the boundary beside the A135
between Yarm and Stockton on Tees. A track running parallel to, and east of, the road was part of the original
Stockton to Darlington railway, as shown by the black line on the map, (between Stockton and Eaglescliffe). It
can perhaps just be seen that the red line marking the present track has been shifted to the west, and this was
done in 1853, at the insistence of the then land owner, Lord Preston, who is said to have been bothered by the
effect of noisy smoke-venting trains on his cattle. Eaglescliffe station was built then but it might have been
named for Preston, had the railway company not been piqued about the expense they had been put to by the
landowner. The intention was probably to call the station Egglescliffe, since that was then the next-nearest
settlement, and there are different suggestions as to how it became ‘Eaglescliffe’; the favourite seems to be a
sign writer’s mistake which was not corrected quickly enough to prevent the altered name’s general adoption.

35

The River Tees continues to meander northwards to the centre of Stockton-on-Tees, where it flows parallel to
the High Street, claimed to be the widest in the United Kingdom. On the banks, a century ago, there were saw
mills and a flour mill, which may have been steam-powered. Stockton is an old place, which received a market
th

charter in 1310, though it remained subordinated to Norton until the 18 century. That situation is now reversed.
A castle stood between the south end of the High Street and the river, but it was pulled down after the Civil War,
and its appearance and dimensions seem to have been unrecorded. There are fine restored Georgian buildings
in the High Street, and in lanes and yards leading down from there towards the river; Green Dragon Yard is the
best known. However, I am afraid that overall, the High Street is a mess with large new shopping malls
interspersed with unprepossessing early 20

th

century blocks, with only the occasional older structure still

standing. The surrounding area is worse with large areas of cleared space containing roads but little else, and
the town has its share of depressing housing estates. There is some good quality housing, in the south-west of
the town, but it can be hard to find. Stockton-on-Tees was a port in medieval times, but overshadowed by Yarm
th

and Hartlepool; it began to increase in importance as compared with Yarm, in the 18 century, and two major
cuts across meanders in the course of the River Tees were made to improve access to the sea. In 1810, the
200m Mandale cut allowed ships to avoid a loop over 3km long, and in 1831 the Portrack cut replaced a loop of
length 1½km, with a 650m straight channel. Compensation had to be paid to the owner of Mandale watermill, to
get the Mandale cut scheme approved, and some of the old river course is still visible round the outside of a
large retail park. Indeed, the county boundary between Durham and North Yorkshire, called ‘historic’ in spite of
recent alterations, which left the river to the south before it entered Yarm, rejoins the River Tees here, having
followed a convoluted path which takes it along short stretches of the River Leven, beside Levington Castle, and
the old river course. The old river course at Portrack is less obvious, though a small tributary, Lustrum Beck,
probably follows part of it; the Teesside Barrage is on this part of the river, and has produced its own changes,
but as it was installed in the early 1990s, I will not say more of it in this historical account.
Returning briefly to Stockton-on Tees, it was hardly more than a village in 1800; by 1850 the population was
10000, the increase mainly due to the growing port and the railway; by 1900, there were 51000 townspeople,
with metal production, ship building and engineering important employers, though the port was losing out to
Middlesbrough. Since then the population of the town has increased to 85000, but it has had to withstand the
loss of most of the heavy industry which sustained it. Much of that was located opposite the town centre on the
right bank of the River Tees, and redevelopment of the massive site on which Mrs. Thatcher once famously
stood and promised investment, has indeed taken place. A university campus, light industries and some housing
are located there, and more is intended to follow. Access to the area is obtained by a new bridge over the River
Tees, near the north end of the High Street, and from another new bridge further downstream. Historically, the
river was crossed by ‘Bishop’s Ferry near the site of the castle, but in 1770 a 5-arched stone bridge was erected;
tolls were paid until 1820 when the cost had been recovered, and free passage was allowed. This bridge was
replaced by the Victoria Bridge with 3 arches of stone and iron in 1887, and there matters rested in Stockton for
almost a century. Obviously, the wharves and any surviving ship-building enterprise were located downstream of
th

the bridge, but when Middlesbrough began to grow in the 19 century a future problem with its communications
was easy to foresee.
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Ferries were the first solution, and two seem to have operated, each at the location of a present fixed crossing.
One between Middlesbrough and Port Clarence on the left (north) bank began life in the 1850s and steamboats
were introduced in 1868; I think the figures are startling, with 1764605 passengers carried in 1890, mainly it
would seem, people living north and working south of the river. The other ferry crossed the river at Newport, and
may well have existed much earlier but I have as yet found no more information about it. Bridges of various
designs were proposed to eliminate the delays and other limitations imposed by ferries, but the need to allow
passage upstream of ships restricted the options. In particular, the low banks of the river meant that an orthodox
high bridge would have required long approaches to bring vehicles up to the carriageway level. However, a
scheme was eventually adopted and Middlesbrough Transporter Bridge was built by Sir William Arrol & Co. in
1911, linking Middlesbrough to Port Clarence on the north bank. It still transports a suspended gondola back and
forwards across the river in 90 seconds and carries two hundred people and nine cars as part of the A178,
providing a fairly regular quarter-hourly service. It is 260m long and 69m high, and is the largest working bridge
of its kind in the world. The bridge is, effectively, two almost independent steel structures joined by a cantilever at
the centre of the River Tees. The passenger gondola is suspended by steel cables and runs on a wheel and rail
system 50m above the River Tees. When it was built, the balance between foot passengers, 800 per hour, and
cars, 36 per hour, was probably acceptable, but in modern times the number of cars crossing the river vastly
exceeded the capacity, so most detoured westwards. I occasionally used the Transporter in my early days on
Teesside, and it was certainly an interesting experience, but it could never be described as reliable. It was often
closed for maintenance, and did not operate in strong winds. This aspect caused me no end of trouble with a
staff member who lived in Hartlepool and insisted on coming to work by way of the Transporter every morning. In
one way, reasonable enough as it was a shorter route, and saved him money for petrol, but he was late, on
average twice a week. He refused to make up the time as he claimed it wasn’t his fault, and in those days of
harder management styles, we got into the realm of official warnings; I am afraid it was a considerable relief
when he left. Anyway my past annoyances in no way alter the fact that the artefact shown in the photograph
below is iconic, especially for a steel-making town as Middlesbrough still is, just.
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Not content with one almost unique bridge, the need for another crossing, prompted an equally innovative
solution upriver. The Tees Vertical Lift Bridge is a massive steel structure which opened in1934, and was the first
of its type to be built in the United Kingdom and the heaviest then of its kind in the world. As in the case of the
Transporter Bridge, the design of a bridge to replace the existing ferry had to take account of the fact that the
riverbanks are low and a conventional bridge would require lengthy approach roads to reach a height giving
sizeable ships clearance below the carriageway. The adopted design was produced by Mott, Hay and Anderson
and the bridge was built by Dorman Long, by then renowned world-wide for their steel bridges. The bridge is
82m long between towers 55m high, and the carriageway could be lifted by 37m; the raised section is
counterbalanced by weights. The movement was operated by two electric motors and a stand-by petrol engine,
but there was provision for lifting by jacks in the event of electrical failure. Normal lifting, a process controlled
from the central winding house, took 90 seconds to complete, but of course the carriageway had to remain in the
‘up’ position for long enough for ships to pass through, and the delays for road traffic could extend to half-anhour. In the 1940s, ships going to and from Stockton required the bridge to be lifted, 14 times per week, allowing
800 vessels to pass through, but this number declined as Stockton's port activities decreased. The bridge, shown
below, must have transformed the journey for most who wished to travel to and from Middlesbrough from the
north, but by the 1970s when I began to travel that way, it had become a major bottleneck, even in the absence
of ships passing through. Since then, additional bridges have been built across the River Tees, one carrying the
A19, just upstream of the Tees Vertical Lift Bridge, and another carrying the A66, upstream of the Victoria
Bridge. The construction of the Tees Barrage prevented ships of any size reaching Stockton, so the lifting
arrangement became redundant and the movable carriageway was bolted down after a final lift in 1990.
Nonetheless, in spite of the increase in routes across the river, there are still traffic jams at busy times, as I found
during a visit a few months ago.

…………………………
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Before moving on to the final stage of the
journey along the River Tees, I shall detour
once more to look at a tributary, Billingham
Beck which flows to the left bank of the river
just downstream from the Tees Vertical Lift
Bridge. The stream rises at Whinny Hill, a few
kilometres west of Stockton-on-Tees, as
Newbiggin Beck, and flows south-west, then
north to the hamlet of Little Stainton, where its name changes to Bishopton Beck. The stream loops towards the
village of Bishopton where cottages surround a village green, but the most prominent feature, to be expected
perhaps because of the name, is Bishopton castle motte, at the southern edge of the village. The paucity of
surviving masonry, and absence of documentary evidence makes it difficult to date, though a document of 1143
might refer to it, and the earthwork configuration is compatible with that. The remains are of a motte and bailey
castle, presumably erected by a Bishop of Durham, situated on low lying land beside the Bishopton Beck. The
motte is conical in shape with a near circular top; it stands to a height of 11.5m and measures 55m across at the
base. It is surrounded by a wide moat fed from the nearby beck. Immediately to the north-west of the motte there
is a bailey bounded by banks and ditches, and containing low remains of two stone buildings. The photograph
th

was taken from the minor road to the east. There was a watermill in Bishopton in the 19 century but I know no
more than that about it. The beck flows next past the villages of Whitton and Stillington. Although the population
of the latter is considerably less than 1000, the Clarence Railway reached it in 1833, and a station opened in
1838; the line still exists as part of the wider network but the station closed in 1965. In 1866, Carlton Ironworks
was founded there with a blast furnace and ancillary plants, and 130 houses were built to house the work force.
Thanks to the survival of many of them, and the presence still of engineering enterprises, the village retains an
industrial ambience in contrast to the rural settlements nearby.
The stream swings eastwards, and makes
another name change to Thorpe Beck, before
arriving at Thorpe Thewles where there are
remains of a watermill, which ground corn in
the early 19

th

century. Until the 1840s the

church serving Thorpe Thewles was some
distance

north

in

what

is

sometimes

described as the deserted village of Grindon.
The ruined church of St. Thomas Becket,
th

shown alongside, dates from the 12 century,
and

served

a

parish

including

Thorpe

Thewles. An increase in the population of the
latter led to the decision to build a new church there, and the desertion of the church at Grindon. Between the
ruined church and the beck is Thorpe Wood Country Park which connects to Wynyard Woodland Park, and then
to its north, Castle Eden Walkway; all are linked by a defunct railway line and provide something of a longdistance path. Thorpe Beck continues eastwards past the sites of other watermills at Blakeston, Wynyard
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th

th

(Bluestone), and Wolviston, which operated in the 19 and maybe the 20 centuries. The stream then undergoes
its last name change to Billingham Beck as it swings south towards low lying Billingham Bottoms.
Before it gets there it passes on its right bank,
Norton, now a suburb of Stockton-on-Tees
which retains some of the features of a
separate township. Its importance from before
the Norman Conquest and through medieval
times is supported by the history of its church.
Norton-on-Tees Collegiate Church of St. Mary
is immediately west of the village green. It is
thought to have been built in c1020. In 1083,
it became a collegiate church and a vicar and
eight canons moved from Durham, forming a
secular

college

which

functioned

until

suppressed in 1548. Norton Church also served a large parish extending over what is now much of Stockton
th

burgh, until Stockton became a separate parish in 1713. Much of the early 11 century church still stands,
th

th

though it was extended in the late 12 century, altered in the 15 century, and restored and enlarged in 1877.
There are Anglo-Saxon crossing arches and the masonry in most of the tower and north transept is of that
period; it is a rare example of an Anglo-Saxon cruciform church. Unfortunately, mature trees make it difficult to
get a better view than that presented in the upper photograph. As to the accommodation for the canons,
probably there was an extended vicarage, destroyed at the time of the Dissolution, and it is suggested that a
th

part-17 century building known as the Hermitage on the north side of the Green may have stood on the site.
Pevsner cannot seem to make up his mind
about Norton, in that he states that it has the
finest buildings of any village in the county of
Durham, but then disparages many of them
in comparison with those in the South of
England. My un-trained eye sees the broad
High

Street,

with

several

th

18

century

buildings, set back from the road, and the
large green around a pond bordered by
houses of the same or slightly older vintage,
as making up the finest townscape in the
area, rivalled only by Yarm. The Green is
shown in the middle photograph. To the east
is Billingham Bottoms where the beck flows
through

a

country

park

with

wet

and

woodland habitats, as shown in the lowest
photograph. Norton Mill was down there and
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is documented in the medieval period; its more modern successor ground corn between the 18

th

th

and 20

centuries.
I should say something of Billingham, before I
move on. Beside a village green above the
left bank of Billingham Beck, stands one of
the oldest churches in North-East England.
The Anglo-Saxon west tower of St. Cuthbert’s
Church was built in the 10

th

century, and

retains original windows, though the top
stage was added in the 14

th

century.

Substantial parts of the nave have been
dated by Pevsner to c860, and when a north
th

aisle was added in the 12 century, much of
the pre-existing nave wall was retained.

I

have included a copy of a painting because when I visited some years ago, it proved impossible to frame all of
the church in a photograph. It is likely that the original chancel occupied the east bay of the nave, and extended
little further than it does now so the new chancel, built in 1939 has lengthened the original church and rather
unbalanced its proportions. Otherwise the addition is nondescript, probably no bad thing in the circumstances.
According to englandsnortheast.co, a useful
website, the first local chemical industry was
the extraction of salt, centred in the medieval
period in Greatham, just north east of
Billingham. However, the town itself was
hardly more than a large village, with a
population of 4500 until the 1

st

World War,

when a complex was built, in the area
between the left banks of Billingham Beck
and the River Tees, to produce synthetic
ammonia needed for explosive manufacture.
After the war, the plant was taken over by a
company called Brunner Mond, and they
switched to the production of fertilizers using synthetic ammonia. Brunner Mond was one of 4 businesses which
merged in 1926, forming Imperial Chemical Industries (ICI); the Billingham plant became the larger company’s
centre for making agricultural products. In the 1930s, plastics manufacture began before the 2

nd

World War

brought explosives production back to the fore. In the post-war period, ICI developed many new products, while
pharmaceuticals assumed growing importance as a source of profit. Many acquisitions were made, all round the
world, and in this period ICI seemed a confident, almost arrogant, organisation, an image conveyed by the tower
in the photograph which dominated the skyline, but this expansion phase ended in 1990. From then on, the
company began to divest itself of companies in many product areas; the fateful steps were the demerger of the
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pharmaceuticals business which became Zeneca, later Astra Zeneca after a merger, and the disposal of the
profitable, if cyclical, bulk chemicals businesses, some located in Billingham. The mantra was then to move into
speciality chemicals, and another round of acquisitions took place, which incurred much debt. The company
failed to integrate the new purchases effectively, so most of them had to be sold off to restore the balance sheet,
and the company was left as little more than the manufacturer of Dulux paint. In 2008, a bid of £8 billion secured
the residual business for a Dutch company, AkzoNobel, and the name ICI vanished into history. Any rational
overview of the course of events suggests that the decisions of the top management were disastrous, and
destroyed the company, though of course some individuals were more culpable than others, and no doubt the
well-paid executives would claim that money was made, for shareholders as well as themselves. Much of the
large facility at Billingham still operates, though with reduced manpower, and split amongst a number of
companies of which the most prominent is INEOS, a private enterprise largely owned by Sir Jim Radcliffe, now
the largest chemical company by sales in the world. Radcliffe purchased ICI’s bulk chemicals business in 2001
and obviously made it work for him. As a last word on Billingham, its population is c35000, having grown 7-fold
between 1911 and 1961, but the town centre is hardly commensurate with the population, though no doubt the
proximity of the other Teesside towns compensates for those living there, to some degree.
……………………………
Across the River Tees from its junction with Billingham Beck, Middlesbrough extends downstream. Famously,
there was only a farm steading here in 1801. True enough, but there was an earlier history of medieval
th

occupation close to what was to be the centre of the 19 century town, by a Benedictine priory cell of St. Hilda
between 1119, when it was founded by one of the Brus family, and the Dissolution; there have even been
suggestions that there was an Anglo-Saxon predecessor. However, there was probably nothing of it left above
ground when Joseph Pease and a group of other Quaker businessmen purchased the property in 1829, and laid
out plans for Port Darlington, which was to house the work force for the coal port they intended to establish
there. An early step was the extension of the Stockton and Darlington Railway, which owed its existence in large
part to Joseph’s father, Edward; it reached the new development in 1830. Before continuing with the history of
Middlesbrough a few words more about these men are appropriate. Edward Pease was born in Darlington in
1767, and after schooling to the age of 15, he began to work in his father’s business which manufactured and
sold woollen garments. Pease was involved on the commercial side, buying fleeces from markets around the
country, and selling finished woollen products to merchants in London and elsewhere. He retired from that
business in 1817, and took up the idea of building a transport system that would enable the Durham coalfield to
compete with the dominant Newcastle-based industry. The seminal year was 1821 when Pease met George
Stephenson and was converted to the idea of steam power rather than horse drawn wagons on a track, as
railways were then conceived, and he founded the Stockton and Darlington Railway company. The famous
railway opened in 1825, and was the first utilising steam locomotives to haul passengers on a public line. Edward
Pease lived until 1858, but was succeeded in the railway company by his son, Joseph, in 1829. Joseph Pease,
who was to become the first Quaker Member of Parliament in 1832, was born in 1799. In parliament until he
retired from politics to concentrate on his business interests in 1841, he was a committed anti-slavery
campaigner and proponent of the secret ballot. When he began the development of Middlesbrough, he owned
many collieries in the Durham coalfield, and the new port was quickly successful shifting the products of Durham
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mines including his own. Joseph Pease continued to involve himself in a wide spectrum of businesses until his
death in 1872. Curiously to my mind, there is a statue of him in Darlington, but none in Middlesbrough. Later
generations of the family continued to mix politics and business, and acquired baronetcies and a peerage.
Middlesbrough was laid out on a grid pattern around a market square, with a surviving town hall built in 1846,
and by 1851 the population was 7600. The coal staithes had been augmented by docks further downstream in
1842, and Stockton-on Tees was soon superseded as the main port on the River Tees. In 1850, iron ore was
discovered in the Cleveland Hills south-east of the town, and John Vaughan and Henry Bolckow, already local
ironmasters, opened the first blast furnace a year later. Many mines and blast furnaces opened in the area; in
Eston village south-east of Middlesbrough, houses built for the miners were on a long street, named California,
surely tongue in cheek, in reference to the earlier gold-rush. However, the industry ran into a crisis in 1872 when
steel became the iron alloy of choice, because of its properties and the impact of the Bessemer process, which
reduced the time taken to make a batch and the costs, (2 side-by-side vessels could produce 50 tonnes in an
hour). The problem for Middlesbrough was that the local ores were high in phosphorous, and formed brittle
steels. For a period, Middlesbrough manufacturers imported Spanish ores but this increased costs substantially,
and made their product less competitive. The problem was solved by the chemist cousins, Sidney Gilchrist
Thomas and Percy Gilchrist, who found that when Bessemer vessels were lined with dolomite or limestone
bricks, the phosphorous would be removed from the molten metal into a phosphate-rich slag floating on its
surface. Not only was the metal purified, but the slag could be processed into a useful fertiliser. This
development rescued steelmaking in Middlesbrough and growth resumed; the population, already 19000 in 1861
was 90000 by 1901.

Expansion continued well into the 20

th

century, and when I arrived in the area the

population of the town had reached 165000, (though it has declined since). Apart from the steel industry and
shipbuilding, ICI’s Wilton Works, a Shell refinery, and numerous smaller metal-working companies contributed to
the town’s status as one of the most important centres of heavy industry in the country. I remember driving down
from Edinburgh in late 1970 for my first interview for a job with British Steel. I arrived in Middlesbrough early, and
drove eastwards past where my interview was to take place, along the right bank of the River Tees to the town of
Redcar. I could not believe what I was seeing; steelworks with towering blast furnaces, followed steelworks;
Cargo Fleet, Clay Lane, Cleveland, Lackenby, Warrenby, Redcar. There were 100 blast furnaces in the area in
1900; as they increased in size, the number had declined but there were still 20 then. For variety, there were
docks in view to my left with ship-building yards, and also visible, an oil refinery, a massive chemical production
site, and various smaller enterprises, not excluding Warner’s chimney which continued to emit noxious thick
brown fumes for more than a decade after I started working. The sight was amazing but as I soon learned, it was
in some ways even more spectacular at night; when I was settled in the area, I took visitors up one of the roads
leaving Middlesbrough over the hills to the south, and looking back they could see a display of hundreds, maybe
thousands, of twinkling lights spread over the flat lands beside the river.
Though I did not realise it at the time, I had arrived at a turning point for my industry and others in the area
brought about mainly by the oil crises of the 1970s. The search for economies of scale by increasing the size of
plant had reached its logical endpoint with the erection of a blast furnace at Redcar which produced more iron
than all of those in the area in 1970, or at any time before, and the through route dealt in 300 tonne batches, so
the number of steelworks decreased to two, at Lackenby and Redcar; needless to say the job-losses were large,
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especially as the original plan to build a 2

nd

large blast furnace was a victim of the general downturn. In a similar

period, the other industries also lost impetus, not least the chemical production of ICI, and I believe that not
many more than 10% of the jobs in heavy industry, c60000 in 1971, remained 2 decades later, and contraction
has continued since, with steel no longer being made on Teesside, though some finishing operations continue.
Of course, Middlesbrough has been resilient, with a shift towards retail, education, and light industry, but the
shrinking population is one sign of the traumatic period it has been through. The shape of the town has changed
in the last half century; it was once contained between the river and the railway, though it had shifted and
expanded southwards with new municipal buildings and a shopping area, and housing beyond the tracks, long
before my arrival. Indeed, in the 1970s it had become something of an adventure to pass north under the railway
‘over the border’ into the old town, to visit public houses and some rather sleazy nightclubs. Since then, large
new suburbs like Coulby Newham and Ingleby Barwick have appeared at the southern edge, and as has been
mentioned, up-market housing for senior people working in the town, has been built in many of the villages
further south. This takes advantage of the fact that there is only a relatively thin ribbon of development around
the river, separated by the Cleveland Hills, from the semi-rural villages to the south, a few kilometres away.
I could say more about my long-time place of
work, but will finish by lamenting the building
Royal Exchange, shown in the old postcard
with the town hall behind it to the right, and
the statue of Henry Bolckow, (mentioned
above), in front of it. Erected in 1868, there
has been none finer in the town. I visited
what was then the area headquarters of
British Steel quite frequently during the
1970s. There was quite a contrast between
the imposing carpeted staircase which faced anyone entering by the main door, as I did a few times when
visiting senior managers whose plush offices were on the first floor, and the warren of offices at different levels
which were encountered through any of the side doors, when I was seeking those of less exalted status. Sadly,
British Steel vacated Royal Exchange, for a new block at Redcar, and the building was demolished in 1985 to
make way for the town centre bypass, the A66.
Resuming the journey along the right bank of the river, the east side of Middlesbrough can be seen as made up
of 4 layers, reading north-south. Beside the River Tees though much reduced is the industrial belt. In it are the
docks, shifted down river, freeing up the land they once occupied, for amongst other things the Riverside
Stadium of Middlesbrough Association Football Club. The team were above the middle of the top league of
English football, when I attended midweek matches in its predecessor, Ayrsome Park in the 1970s; the
atmosphere was raucous and even the very best visiting sides found it hard to win there. The next layer
contains the rows of small tenements built to house the workers on the steel plants, in North Ormesby, South
Bank and Grangetown. To the south, are another line of villages, which mix streets of houses for industrial
workers, with more upmarket housing, namely Marton, the birthplace of Captain James Cook, Ormesby,
Normanby and Eston. Finally, the layer is bounded by the northern outliers of the Cleveland Hills. From the
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window of my upstairs office, I looked out, not
too often I hope, on Eston Nab, at 242m the
highest point on the Eston Hills, a ridge of the
aforementioned Cleveland Hills. There is a
scarcity of prehistoric survivals along the
River Tees, but atop Eston Nab are a Late
Bronze Age univallate hillfort, a palisaded
settlement, and at least one Bronze Age bowl
barrow. The semi-circular hillfort, aligned
east/west has dimensions, 250 X 120m within
a defensive bank, ditch and counterscarp
bank. The much-eroded defensive bank,
shown in the photograph, survives to a maximum height of 1m, with a break at the original entrance on the
south-eastern side. A stone walled enclosure, set against the southern part of the bank is contemporary with or
later than the hillfort. The hilltop was first enclosed by two circles of wooden palisades during the Late Bronze
Age before the construction of the more durable bank and ditch visible today. Remains of a round-house in the
enclosure have been excavated, but whether there are more, which would imply a permanent settlement, is not
known. In the south-eastern section of the hillfort, there are the remains of a square, stone beacon believed to
have been erected in the early 19th century during the Napoleonic wars. The Eston Hills are now largely within a
country park, though they never seemed to be much frequented by the locals.
The river journey along the right bank ends at
Redcar, which, with its partner Coatham,
th

dates back to the 14 century, when it was a
fishing port. The railway reached the town in
1846, just in time for the expansion due to the
iron ore discovery in the Cleveland Hills
which

reached

all

the

neighbouring

settlements. Redcar’s destiny seemed to be
as a seaside resort for the booming population in the area, and there is still abundant evidence in the long
beach, and promenade, the rows of tenement houses which once took boarders, the boating lake, and gardens.
There were 2 piers once, but they have gone. Redcar racecourse opened in 1870, and meetings are still held
there, while Cleveland Golf Course, which opened in 1887 to the west of the town is in my view the best lay-out
in the area. However, the steel works were creeping eastwards, and in 1979 Redcar iron works opened,
including the largest blast furnace in Europe at that time, capable of producing 10000 tonnes of metal per week;
it is on the right of the photograph which was taken from the beach. Of course, the new plant brought benefits to
the town in terms of employment and general prosperity, and its final closure in 2015 was rightly seen as an
unmitigated disaster. However there had been a downside to its presence from the start; Redcar’s credibility as a
tourist destination more or less vanished because of the visibility of the site. It is impressive in the eyes of an
industrial archaeologist, but the view is hardly what a typical holiday-maker wants to see. Worse, steel works,
even the most modern, are dusty smelly, noisy places, and whenever the wind was from the west, the prevailing
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direction, all these aspects impinged on the town, on its beach, and especially on its golf course. I presume that
the site will be demolished, in spite of unrealistic hopes that iron making might re-start, and then Redcar, a town
of 35000 inhabitants will have the task of reinventing itself. It has in its favour an attractive main street, maybe
not to be compared with those of Norton-on-Tees and Yarm, but distinctive, and a fascinating complex of 18

th

century buildings at Kirkleatham, in the south-west of the town. It is a long time since I was at the museum in one
of those buildings, but I remember a fine collection of photographs of mining on the Cleveland Hills, and of early
local flight pioneers with their aircraft.
The mouth of the river has been reached.
The River Tees flows past the deep water ore
terminal through which Redcar Blast Furnace
was supplied with raw materials by bulkcarriers of up to 250000 tonnes, to reach the
promontory north of the iron works where the
South Gare breakwater marks the meeting
point with the North Sea. Nonetheless I will
go a little further along the coast. Adjoining
Redcar to the south-east is Marske-by-theSea, which retains attributes of a seaside resort like a sandy beach, and is more or less out of sight of the
Redcar steelworks and other major industrial sites. It is an old place, but retains few old buildings. During the 1

st

World War, a Royal Flying Corps airfield was opened on Grundales, the foreshore north of the village, which is
now an open heath; Captain W.E. Johns the creator of Biggles served there. The most distinguished house is
Marske Hall, shown on the postcard above; it was built in 1625 by Sir William Pennyman and a century later it
was acquired by a scion of the Dundas family from Lowland Scotland. His descendants were raised to the
th

Marquisate of Zetland in the late 19 century, and had notable political careers before and after achieving that
distinction. Their main seat is at Aske Hall near Richmond in Yorkshire, and Marske Hall was donated to the
Leonard Cheshire Foundation in 1961. The name of Zetland, which is more or less synonymous with the
Shetland Islands, appears on a number of streets and buildings in the area.
Saltburn-by-the-Sea was no more than a row of cottages beside a hostelry at the foot of a cliff, south-east of
th

Marske in the mid-19 century. Then the Pease family, who have already feature prominently in this account,
took a hand. They extended the Stockton to Darlington Railway to the clifftop in 1861, with the intention of taking
it further to villages including Brotton and Loftus, but were pre-empted by another company. However, Henry
Pease saw the potential of the location as a site for a resort, and the family purchased land from the then Earls
of Zetland, and realised their vision. The growing town acquired large hotels, impressive holiday homes of the
well-to-do, gardens in the valley leading up from the shore which was crossed by a walkway on a viaduct
supported on trestles, Halfpenny Bridge, a pier which unusually survives, and a miniature railway. The main line
th

railway station is quite imposing, and there was a hotel above it; I was told that in the late 19 century, trains ran
direct from London, Kings Cross to Saltburn-by-the-Sea, unloading holiday-makers into the hotel. In 1870 a cliff
hoist was installed to link the pier with the clifftop town; a lift cage was raised and lowered by altering water
levels in balance tanks and although the wooden structure seems to have been somewhat precarious, it
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operated without incident until 1884. Then
Saltburn Cliff Lift, a funicular railway, was
opened. The twin-tracks are 63m long and
rise 37m, and the water balance drive
mechanism operates by adjusting the water
contained in tanks attached to each of the
passenger cars which carry 12 people; a
similar principle to its predecessor. The cliff
lift, shown in the photograph with the pier
beyond it, still operates, apparently carrying
150000 passengers per year. By the time I
arrived in the area in the 1970s, the resort had seen better days, and many of the most imposing buildings
arrayed along the clifftop were decaying. However it remained popular with day-trippers, and I believe some
refurbishment has taken place, along with the provision of some new attractions. It may be that the future for
Saltburn by the Sea is brighter than the immediate past. It would be tempting to continue my journey southeastwards; to Skelton with its castle, to Skinningrove where a steel rolling mill has defied the pattern of closures
in the area, so far, to picturesque Staithes, and even to Port Mulgrave where ambitious plans for a major port
never quite made the grade. However, I am already well beyond the mouth of the river, and I must reverse my
steps and cross to the left bank to complete the journey.
……………………….
The small villages of Haverton Hill and Port Clarence, immediately east of Billingham, grew as a result of the
opening of the Clarence Railway in 1833. It was a rival to the Stockton and Darlington Railway, which by then
had been extended to Middlesbrough. Both transported coal from the Durham coalfield, but for shipment from
staithes on opposite banks of the River Tees; however, the trains on the Port Clarence Railway had to use the
line of their rivals west of Stockton-on-Tees to reach the coalfield, and were charged so much for the privilege
that they were barely profitable. Nonetheless the railway brought other industry to Port Clarence, though it could
th

never rival Middlesbrough, and many of its 19 century inhabitants depended on a ferry link to take them to work
there. It cannot be said that Port Clarence is thriving now, but it has fared better than Haverton Hill, which was
razed to the ground after the 2

nd

World War, when it was realised that levels of pollution emanating from the

adjacent ICI site were dangerous to human health. Downstream is Seal Sands which is split rather incongruously
between a 295ha site of Special Scientific interest, i.e., a nature reserve, and an industrial park for the chemical
industry. I often drove to Hartlepool along the road through the reserve, the A178, and at the right time of year
saw many seals on the mud banks alongside streams like Greatham Creek, so can confirm that the name is well
chosen. The other memorable aspect of those journeys, though very different in nature was passing Greatham
Titanium Dioxide Works, then owned by ICI, but now a part of the Venator Co., owned largely by American
Investors but head-quartered at Wynyard Park. When I passed by, the striking feature was the amount of white
pigment, presumably the end-product used in paint and plastics, which seemed to be plastered everywhere on
the site. Perhaps appearances were deceptive, and perhaps the pigment is harmless, but I should not have
wanted to go near the place. North Gare breakwater extends eastwards from here towards South Gare, leaving
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a 1.35 km wide channel, through which the river flows. I could end the journey here, but won’t do so without
visiting Hartlepool even although the town is beyond the river mouth. On the aerial view looking east taken from
the internet, Tees Dock is on the lower right with Redcar iron works above, and then the South Gare promontory,
while to the left are the chemical plants of Seal Sands, with above Seaton Dock, the North Gare breakwater with
the buildings of Hartlepool Power Station, and in the distance the peninsula on which Old Hartlepool stands
around St. Hilda’s Church.

Hartlepool is a town of 92000 inhabitants, formed in the 19

th

century by combining the existing old town of

Hartlepool on its headland, with a new town of West Hartlepool which grew up beside the docks opened in 1831,
just to the south, and with the arrival of the railway in 1841 began to acquire a strong industrial base. I usually
approached from Teesside and came first to the seaside resort of Seaton Carew, which developed in the 19

th

century. It has a fine beach and all the normal features of such places, which result in a pleasant environment,
though nothing stands out particularly. There is a fine golf course, but just like the one in Redcar, across the
river, it has been blighted by its surroundings though in this case only visually by the massive buildings of
Hartlepool Nuclear Power Station which started generating electricity, at a rate of 1.19 MW in 1983, and will
continue to do so until at least 2024. Stranton is south of the main centre but well within the town, and its church
th

of All Saints is mainly late medieval, but with elements of the 12 century in its chancel, far older of course than
West Hartlepool. The explanation is that the latter began life as a small off-shoot of the village of Stranton, which
has now been wholly absorbed. Hartlepool has been badly affected by the decline of heavy industry in the area,
though one positive response has been the transformation of the old docks into an attractive tourist centre.
Unfortunately, other impressions are not so good and there is little over which to enthuse around the rather
mundane streets of the town centre. I am afraid the town did not benefit from the rather damaging put-down
administered to an erstwhile Member of Parliament for the town, Peter Mandelson. He was caught up in a mini-
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scandal concerning the financing of a purchase of a house in Notting Hill in London, where property was
probably an order of magnitude more expensive than in Hartlepool. A newspaper juxtaposed the MP’s proposed
purchase with a whole street in his constituency, pointing out that the latter would have cost less than the house
in London.
The history of Hartlepool began when an
th

abbey was founded in the early 7 century by
St. Aidan. It housed monks and nuns and
from 640 was presided over by St. Hilda, who
later achieved greater renown as the Abbess
of Whitby Abbey. No doubt the abbey was of
wooden construction and there are no
survivals except for its cemetery which has
yielded

many

archaeological

finds.

The

abbey vanishes from documented history at
the end of the 7

th

century. The town and

associated port reappears in documents in
c1200 as a possession of the Brus family, who acquired the Scottish throne a century later; ironically King Robert
the Bruce instigated a number of raids in which Hartlepool was burnt as part of the 1

st

Scottish War of

Independence. The great church of St. Hilda is owed to the Bruce family, and there are Norman survivals like the
south doorway, but most of the church is in Early English style dating from c1200, though the chancel is a
Victorian rebuild. The dominant external feature, clear in the photograph is the elaborate buttressing around the
west tower. It was once assumed that the church was on the site of the Anglo-Saxon monastery, but that is not
now the general opinion. A Franciscan friary was founded nearby in 1240, and its buildings have been
excavated, but above ground, the only survivals are individual stone blocks in walls around the site. The view
th

across the harbour shows remains of the 14 century town wall with a gothic portal in front of the church. The
houses around the church are decent buildings but they do rather hem it in.
Hartlepool was bombarded by German warships in December 1914, and over 120 civilians were killed amidst
much damage to buildings; it is thought that over 1000 shells were fired, before the ships moved on to Whitby
and Scarborough. The Heugh battery which was targeted is now the site of information boards and guns of the
period, and is a tourist attraction of which more should be made. At the west end of the headland, between the
railway and the sea is Hartlepool Golf Club, and before I paid my first visit there, I was warned not to hit my ball
into the sand dunes which lined the course. Good advice certainly from a golfing perspective, but it was offered
for additional reasons, because the dunes were allegedly a favourite haunt of courting couples (perhaps an
archaic concept now); it was scurrilously suggested that a significant proportion of the town’s population had
been conceived there, and that I should be careful not to risk any interruption. I shall offer no evidence, either
way. Perhaps a suitable note on which to end, as from here the view north is of the Durham coastal villages like
Blackhall, and we are well beyond the mouth of the River Tees.
The journey has extended for 135km along the river added to a rather greater distance along tributaries. The
river has altered from a fast moving upland stream, to a slow moving meandering river, and finally to a broad
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tidal estuary. The landscape through which the river flows, has also changed; from grassy moorland through
farmland and woods to totally urban and industrial surroundings. Though there are many interesting buildings
and towns along the river, I think the outstanding feature is the range of bridges, from medieval to modern, not
forgetting a few on the tributaries. There have been many watermills, listed on Alastair Robertson’s map in
Table T1 which follows. Before beginning this account, I thought I knew the river well from having lived near to it
for more than 25 years, but I have had a few surprises. Hopefully that will be true for any reader.
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Table T1. Water Mills on the River Tees and some Tributaries

North Sea
S1

Barnard
Castle

S2
S3

Cow Green
Reservoir

T5

S6

Newton
Aycliffe

S4

Stockton

S5

T1

T7

T2
T3

T4

Darlington
S14

T6

Middlesbrough

S7
S8

S9

T9

L13

T11

T8

L12

L11 Stokesley
L4
L3

T14 L10
L7

T10

G1

L5

T13

S10, S11,
S12, S13

G2

L8
T12

L9

L2

L6

River Tees
T1
T2
T3
T4
T5
T6
T7

Mill
Cotherstone
Ullathorne
Thorngate
Demesne
Lendings
Abbey Mill
Wycliffe

Type
T8
T9
T10
T11
T12
T13
T14

Flax
Corn
Corn, flax
Paper
Corn, paper
Saw

Mill
Gainford
Piercebridge
Carlbury
Croft
Sockburn
Fish Locks
Spa Wells

Type
Saw
Corn
Corn
Corn

Tributaries
River Greta
G1
G2

Mill
Bowes
Brignal

River Leven
Type
Corn
Corn

L1
L2
L3
L4
L5
L6
L7
L8
L9
L10
L11
L12
L13

River Skerne
S1
S2
S3
S4
S5
S6
S7
S8
S9
S10
S11
S12
S13
S14

Mill
Hardwicke
Bradbury
Ricknall
Aycliffe Old Mill
Aycliffe Holm
Brafferton
Coatham
Great Burdon
Haughton le Skerne
Railway
John Street
Priestgate
Crown Street
Blackwell

Type

Corn, Fulling
Corn
Paper
Corn
Corn
Corn
Agricultural implements, flour
Textiles
Saw
Worsted
Corn
Corn
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Mill
Kildale
Easby
Heselton’s
Ayton
Grange Mill
Fiddlers
Stokesley New
Hutton Rudby
Crathorne
Stone Mill
Castle Levington
Hilton
Leven Bridge

Type

Flax oil, corn
Corn
Corn
Corn
Corn
Corn, paper, flax, sailcloth
Corn, fulling, finishing
Corn
Corn
Corn

L1

There are a number of watermills on other tributaries which I list in Table T2, below.
Tributary

Watermill

Type

Hudeshope Beck

Middleton (1)

Corn

Middleton (2)

Corn

Mickleton Mill

Corn

Low Mill

Corn

Hury Mill

Corn

Doe Park

?

Deepdale Beck

Deepdale Mill

Corn

Langley/Alwent Beck

Staindrop (1)

Corn

Staindrop (2)

Corn

Staindrop (3)

Saw

Alwent

Corn

Ulnaby Beck

High Coniscliffe

?

Clow Beck

Caldwell Mill

?

Jolby Mill

?

Bishopton Mill

?

Thorpe Thewles Mill

Corn

Blakeston Mill

?

Wynyard Mill

?

Wolviston Mill

?

Norton Mill

Corn

River Lune

River Balder

Billingham Beck

In total there are 20 watermills listed in Table T2, of which 11 were corn mills, 1 was a saw mill, and 8 were
of unknown type though it would be reasonable to assume that most ground corn.
There are 43 watermills listed in Table T1, of which 25 ground corn at some stage, 8 were involved with
textile manufacture, 4 made paper, and there were 2 saw mills. The functions of 9 are not known.
So, putting the numbers together, there were 63 watermills in the River Tees catchment, and of the 44
about which there is information, 36 ground corn at some stage.
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