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A New Investigation of the Historic Stone Bridges of the British Isles 

Dr. T. Robertson 

 

Synopsis 

The paper describes a comprehensive desk top investigation backed by site visits. A total of 882 standing British 

stone bridges and another 80 in Ireland were identified as meeting the criterion that all or a significant part of 

their structure was built before the year 1700, and close to 90% of them have been visited. Data relating to each 

of these bridges has been placed on an accessible website. Information has been extracted and tabulated to 

show how bridge characteristics varied across the British Isles in the medieval (pre-1500) and pre-modern (1500 

to 1700) periods. A preliminary study of old maps has yielded an estimate of 27% for the percentage of bridges 

existing in the 17th century, which survive as coherent entities today. The surviving bridges thus form a relatively 

small sample but it is thought that some robust conclusions can be reached about the characteristics of old 

stone bridges from the information. Thus, the evidence is strong that arch spans are a function of location across 

the British Isles, and did not change systematically with the dates of build before 1700, but that the prevalence 

of features as diverse as chamfered ribs in the soffits, and hood moulds above arch-rings, depends on both 

location and build date. 
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A New Investigation of the Historic Stone Bridges of the British Isles 

1. Introduction 

During the past 6 years, a programme has been carried out which comprised desk-top studies and site visits to 

standing British stone bridges, on which all or a significant part of the structure can be credibly described as 

pre-1700. The exercise began with two aims; firstly to follow-up the pioneering work  of Edwin Jervoise, who 

with some help from collaborators, produced a series of books(1,2,3,4,5,6), in the 1920s and 1930s, which described 

the ancient bridges of England and Wales. The current  investigations have been more specific than those of 

Jervoise, who considered bridges built before and after 1700, and devoted space to bridges which no longer 

stood. The information which has been collected makes up a compendium which was placed on a website, 

historicbridgesofbritain.com(7). For each of 882 stone bridges which met the criterion in Great Britain, together 

with another 80 in Ireland, there is an information sheet with one or more photographs, and text including details 

of location and accessibility, general observations, descriptions of form and detail, measurements of key 

dimensions, and estimates of the age of the original bridge and of major modifications. 

The second objective also built on pioneering work, carried out by H.R.G. Inglis, who between 1912 and 1915, 

published 3 papers(8.9,10)  which related features of bridges, like the shape and span of arches, to their location 

and date-of-build; to my knowledge, no-one had anticipated his approach, at least in the English language. The 

information made available by this project has been used to place such relationships and conclusions on the 

firmest possible basis. The data for 882 + 80 bridges have been tabulated , separately for each country/region 

in the British Isles, namely Scotland, Northern England, East Midlands and Eastern England, West Midlands 

and English Marches, Southern England, South-West England, Wales, and Ireland. All the tables are also on 

the website, historicbridgesofbritain.com’  

This introduction is followed by a discussion of methodology, and then by the presentation of results, which are 

in the form of a distillation in tabular form of the raw data on the website, showing the prevalence of bridge 

characteristics as a function of locations and build-dates. Here, also are preliminary results of an exercise which 

involved counting pre-1700 bridges on old maps and determining the percentages still standing today in a 

number of counties and river catchments. Both sets of results are discussed. The final section contains 

conclusions and suggests some limitations on what can be deduced. There is a reference list and a glossary. 

2. Methodology 

Having decided on the scope of the project, i.e., to collect and interpret information about surviving British and 

Irish stone bridges incorporating coherent pre-1700 structures, the first step was to put together a 

comprehensive list of the qualifying bridges. The choice of 1700 as the cut-off date was inevitably somewhat 

arbitrary, but it was intended to exclude professionally engineered modern developments, like the turnpike 

programme, and canal and railway networks. Earlier cut-off dates would have introduced false boundaries, and 

prevented the use of some sources. For English and Welsh bridges, Jervoise’s work provided a good starting-

point for developing the list, not least because he was a reliable conduit for information from a key primary 

source, John Leland, who recorded bridges encountered in the 1540s. The other main sources were the 

websites of Listed Buildings(11), British History Online(12), Pastscape(13), and Coflein(14); others of some utility are 

in the bibliography attached to my own aforementioned website. Many village and parish websites were also 
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consulted to garner local perspectives; it would be impossible to reference all of them, but they contributed a 

few extra bridges to the list. 

Jervoise did not extend his investigations to Scotland (or Ireland) but there is a comparable modern source in 

the website, Scotland’s Oldest Bridges(15), which describes the bridges shown on old maps of Scotland, 

especially Roy’s map, made in the mid-18th century. I have benefitted from many discussions with the creator 

of the website, David Simpson, and our interactions have added a few bridges to the aforementioned list. The 

RCAHMS(16) website has also supplied valuable information on Scottish bridges. For Irish bridges there are 

websites equivalent to the Listed Buildings website, one each for Northern Ireland(17), and the Republic of 

Ireland(18). O’Keefe and Simington(19) in their unmatched publication of 1991, supplied some additions to the list, 

and their analyses of individual bridges, were equally useful.  

Latterly, I have given consideration to old maps produced by the likes of Saxton, Speed, Pont, Moll, and Adair 

in the 16th and 17th centuries; digitised versions have been made freely available on websites of the National 

Library of Scotland(20), the National Library of Wales(21), and the British Library(22). To-date, I have examined old 

maps of a few arbitrarily selected counties and catchment areas, and two things have become clear; firstly that 

the maps show many bridges that are not on the list of qualifying bridges, but that without exception, none of 

them has survived in coherent form to the present day, and secondly, that many, mainly smaller, bridges which 

are credibly described as pre-1700, and which have survived, do not appear on the old maps. Accordingly, 

extending these searches was not seen as a priority as few if any bridges would have been  added to the list. 

However, though limited in scope, the searches have provided interesting evidence for the survival rates of old 

bridges in some counties and catchments. 

The first phase of the exercise produced a list of 967 British stone bridges, together with 80 Irish stone bridges, 

for all of which a pre-1700 build-date was plausible. The great majority of these bridges cross rivers or streams 

but a small proportion cross moats or ponds. Build-dates could sometimes be determined exactly, usually on 

the basis of documentary evidence, but more often, there was uncertainty. In particular, there were doubts about 

the pre-1700 provenance of a substantial number; they were included, but allocated the catch-all date of 17th/18th 

century, and given reduced weight  in the data analysis. The second phase of the exercise involved a desk-top 

study in which every reference which could be found was trawled for data about the chosen bridges, including 

their forms, dimensions and visible features. In parallel a programme of site visits was undertaken in order to 

observe directly as many as possible of the bridges. An important outcome was that 85 British bridges were 

removed from the list for diverse reasons which included collapse and/or replacement, and mis-identification in 

the first phase of the exercise. Of the remaining 882 British stone bridges, 826 (94%) have been visited; a 

sizeable proportion of those unseen are moat bridges, inaccessible on private land.  

During the visits, observations were made, photographs were taken, and key parameters were measured as 

accurately as possible. As regards Irish bridges, the number of site visits has been relatively small, so the data 

come largely from the desk top exercise, with photographs taken from the internet. Inaccessible British bridges 

had to be dealt with similarly. As the results were accumulated, the information sheets were prepared and 

assembled according to location, while the regional tables were filled with data. One of the two tables for each 

region contains the bridge locations, their arch-forms and main dimensions, the other, the fabric and details of 

the design of such structures as piers and arch rings. The data-set is used here to discuss the characteristics 
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of the bridges built in different regions and at different times, always remembering that it is a sample selected 

by survival, rather than anything like the totality.  

3. Results 

3.1 Bridge Characteristics 

The information in the 3 tables on the following pages allows comparisons over time and between the regions 

and nations of the British Isles. No consideration is given to individual bridges, but rather the frequencies of 

occurrence of different features i.e., prevalences, are presented. 

Table 1. Numbers of Bridges built in each Century 

 

COUNTRY/REGION*** TOTALS 

PRE-1700 

17th C* 16th C 15th C 14th C PRE-

1300 

No. 

VISITED 

DISCA- 

RDED** 

Scotland 91 42 27 15 2 0 90 12 

Northern England 214 102 27 36 18 12 201 11 

East Midlands & East England 130 29 29 32 26 9 117 10 

West Midlands & English Marches 78 26½ 17 17 9 2 72 12 

Southern England 115 26½ 19 36 14 13 109 14 

South-West  England 170 72 41 43 12 5 157 15 

Wales 84 47 14 12 2 1 80 11 

Totals 882 345 174 191 83 42 826 85 

Ireland 80 45 14 7 5 9 NA NA 

 

Notes:  

*   ≡ Bridges placed in the 17th/18th C date-range are counted as ½ bridges in the 17th century column of Table 1, but as full 

bridges in Tables 2 & 3; this is thought to be a reasonable way to account for the fact that a proportion of them will inevitably 

be post-1700 bridges. 

**  ≡ Numbers of bridges identified in the desk-top assessment but discarded thereafter because they do not meet the 

prescribed criteria and so are excluded from the 1st column.  

*** The regions/countries are made up as follows; 

Scotland – the whole country 

Northern England – Northumberland, Tyne & Wear, Cumbria, Durham, Cleveland, Yorkshire, Lancashire 

East Midlands & East England – Derbyshire, Nottinghamshire, Lincolnshire, Rutland, Leicestershire,      

Northamptonshire, Bedfordshire, Buckinghamshire, Cambridgeshire, Norfolk, Suffolk, Essex 

West Midlands and English Marches – Cheshire, Shropshire, Staffordshire, Warwickshire, West Midlands, 

Herefordshire, Worcestershire, Gloucestershire, Bristol 

Southern England – Kent, Surrey, London, Sussex, Hampshire, Oxfordshire, Wiltshire, Dorset 

South-West England – Somerset, Devon, Cornwall 

Wales – the whole country 

Ireland – Northern Ireland, Republic of Ireland 
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Some of the column headings in Tables 2 & 3 below may not be self-explanatory, i.e. 

Ch. Arch Rings; each entry gives the number of bridges with chamfering of the outer voussoirs which form the 

arch shape 

Soffit Ribs/Ch.; each entry has 2 numbers, the first, the number of bridges with ribs on the underside of their 

arch(es), and the second, the number of bridges, where these ribs are chamfered 

Lintel; the number of bridges with rectangular apertures, i.e. clapper bridges and developments of them 

Fabric A/CR; the number of bridges made of ordered, worked stone, either ashlar or coursed rubble; the 

remainder are classed as of random rubble, disordered in size and shape, or brick 

 

Table 2. Countrywide Variations in Bridge Features; 1500-1700 (Pre-Modern) 

 

COUNTRY/REGION Bridges 

Total 

Span 

>7.5m 

Width 

<2.2m 

Gothic 

Arch 

Ch. Arch 

Rings 

Hood 

Moulds 

Soffit 

Ribs/Ch. 

Fabric 

A/CR 

Lintel 

Scotland 74 31 11 6 15 7 17/11 36 0 

N. England 150 61 61 9 10 18 6/2 79 10 

E. Midlands & E. Eng. 63 4 15 6 11 3 11/4 35 2 

W. Mids. & Eng. Marches 50 2 14 3 2 1 4/1 29 4 

S. Eng. & Thames Valley 52 0 9 10 8 0 5/0 26 1 

S.W. England 110 6 34 17 2 14 0/0 29 8 

Wales 69 27 11 5 1 21 1/0 15 6 

Totals 568 127 154 56 47 64 43/17 249 31 

Ireland 59 7 3 5 4 0 0/0 0 1 

 

Table 3 Countrywide Variations in Bridge Features; Pre-1500 (Medieval) 

 

COUNTRY/REGION Bridges 

Total 

Span 

>7.5m 

Width 

<2.2m 

Gothic 

Arch 

Ch. 

Arch 

Rings 

Hood 

Moulds 

Soffit 

Ribs/Ch. 

Fabric 

A/CR 

Lintel 

Scotland 17 10 6 7 7 3 2/1 7 1 

N. England 64 34 8 34 35 2 46/33 56 1 

E. Midlands & E. Eng. 67 9 16 40 39 6 28/22 42 0 

W. Mids. & Eng. Marches 28 4 5 17 8 1 11/3 22 1 

S. Eng. & Thames Valley 63 2 5 36 22 0 20/13 33 1 

S.W. England 60 6 9 32 18 2 6/5 18 5 

Wales 15 5 0 6 2 2 1/0 4 3 

Totals 314 66 50 171 129 16 113/76 182 12 

Ireland 21 0 1 11 2 0 0/0 0 1 
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Notes: 

1. The total number of British stone bridges selected, on the basis of desk top exercises was 967, from which 

number, 85 were discarded as non-qualifying bridges after site visits. So there remain 882 qualifying bridges, 

(568 pre-modern, built between 1500-1700, and 314 medieval, built pre-1500); all but 56 (6%) have been visited, 

while I have viewed all but 13 (4%) of the medieval bridges. Data for the bridges which have not been visited 

comes from the desk top exercise only, and this can mean greater uncertainty. 

2. The data is of variable quality, largely because of limitations on access; many measurements are my own, 

but if not, I have usually been able to check that  values are reasonable. Estimation of build-date is problematic, 

unless there is a continuous documentary record, otherwise, the quoted dates are based on snippets of 

documentary information, circumstantial evidence, and surveys of a bridge in question by experts, and of 

course, myself. Especially for smaller bridges, not least those named packhorse bridges, dating information is 

often more limited, and this is why the catch-all ‘17th/18th century’ was quite frequently unavoidable.  

3. The data in Table 1 can be compared with the only other nation-wide accounting of bridges by age that I have 

seen, namely in 3 maps presented by Cook in his book on Medieval Bridges(23).  As might be hoped, his numbers 

and mine for England only, as regards the 13th century or before and the 14th century are close, namely 36 and 

c80 bridges compared with my numbers of 41 and 79. However, agreement breaks down completely in the 15th 

century for which he records less than 70 bridges, whereas my number is 164. I cannot explain this.  

4. The 41 bridges with significant pre-1300 masonry in England, noted above, compare with none surviving from 

then in Scotland and one in Wales, and this must reflect numbers built. The data from both the latter countries 

suggest that pre-1700 features appeared at least a century later than in England. There was also a time lag 

between the far South-West and the rest of England, though this was not the case for the North, probably 

because proximity to major medieval religious establishments like Durham Cathedral and Fountains Abbey 

mattered more than regional location, as abbots and bishops were responsible for many bridges.  

5. Considering the data in the light of Harrison’s work(24), I can add nothing to his boldest thesis that there was 

an extensive Anglo-Saxon national road network with many bridges. It would be remarkable if much evidence 

had survived for a thousand years or more, especially as many of the bridges would have been wooden, but 

perhaps some traces would be expected, since a few fragments of Roman bridges survive. My data do not 

support his suggestion that bridge building peaked in the 15th century, and I see no reason why it should have 

done. However, in Table 1, the numbers in the South of England  accord with Harrison’s pattern and those in 

Eastern England can be brought close to agreement by excluding the 22 moat bridges, so perhaps he assumed 

that a regional pattern applied nationally, but it clearly does not.  

6. Turning now to Tables 2 & 3, which show the prevalences of stone bridges with arches of wide span; 7.5m 

was chosen as the divide, but a different choice would not have altered the findings. In Table 2, it can be seen 

that almost half of the bridges with wide spans surviving from the period, 1500 to 1700, are in the North of 

England, and that there are substantial numbers in Scotland and Wales, but few in the rest of England. I have 

found no wholly satisfactory explanation though it is fair to say that the large flow rates and propensities to flood 

of the rivers of the north and west favoured designs with high and wide arches, while hard rocks on river-beds 

allowed piers to be more firmly secured, than the clays, gravels and chalk, found in other regions. Table 3 shows 
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that the distribution of medieval (pre-1500) bridges with wide arch spans, was similar, with more than half found 

in Northern England, and a significant number in Scotland. Viewed nationally, 22% of pre-modern bridges are 

in the wide arch span category, compared with 21% of medieval bridges, numbers which should dispel any idea 

that arch spans of British bridges increased systematically with the passage of time before 1700. 

7. As regards narrow bridges (less than 2.2m wide), relatively few survive from medieval times, and those dating 

from the whole period up to 1700 are fairly uniformly spread across the country, apart from a scarcity in the 

South of England. This may not conflict with a perception that packhorse bridges are found predominantly in 

the ‘outer’ hillier regions of the country. The numbers include footbridges with many functions, and it may be 

that there is a balance between those built to serve local purposes, (access to churches and worksites) in more 

populous areas, and those built as part of long distance trading routes across northern and south-western hills.  

8. The columns in Tables 2 & 3, referring to prevalences of the Gothic arch shape, chamfering of arch rings, 

and the insertion of ribs in the soffits (arch vaults), demonstrate that such features are most often indicators of 

medieval origins. The appearance of one of the three features is suggestive, and of more than one a strong 

indicator of a pre-1500 build date, but there are regional variations. In Scotland the features are often found on 

16th century bridges, backing an assertion that medieval-style bridges were built throughout that period. In 

Wales, chamfered arch rings and soffit ribs are very rare, and Gothic arches seem as likely to be found on 

bridges built after 1500 as before. Of the three features, only Gothic arches are common in the two western 

regions of England. 

9. Hood moulds are mainly, though not quite exclusively, a post-medieval feature. Non-occurring in Southern 

England, as opposed to the South-West, they are especially prevalent on bridges in North Wales, but also 

appear quite frequently in Northern England and Southern Scotland. 

10. The columns in Tables 2 & 3, numbering the bridges with lintels, include both clapper bridges in their simplest 

form, and a few in South West England and Wales where roads with parapets are built on top of such 

underworks. The basic types are especially common on Dartmoor but absent from Southern England, and rare 

in Scotland. 

11. In the columns dealing with build material, numbers made of ashlar and coursed rubble are aggregated 

because both require significant working of individual blocks, and the distinction is sometimes subjective. In 

regions of hard rocks, like South-West England, Wales and Scotland, production of ashlar fabric from granite, 

basalt or slate was costly and time-consuming. The lower cost choice of random rubble was normal, especially 

for small bridges in rural settings which were rarely seen as needing much decoration. On the other hand, in 

much of the South and East of England, local soft and crumbly clays and chalks were insufficiently strong, so 

bridges at some locations were wooden until relatively modern times, even though that meant regular 

replacement. Poor local stone quality must also have helped to motivate early use of brick. Only in the 18th 

century, did canals allow economic transport of suitable stone, (strong but easily machined) from distant quarries 

to inland locations.  

12. The 80 extant Irish bridges  built before 1700, differ markedly as a group from those elsewhere in the British 

Isles. Ashlar or coursed rubble fabric is not a major element of any pre-1700 Irish bridge though the voussoirs 

making up the supporting arch rings are frequently shaped and dressed. No Irish bridge built before 1600 has 
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any arch spanning more than 7.5m, though 7 built in the 17th century do have such arches. This contrasts with 

Northern England and Scotland, where similar fast flowing streams with rocky beds had to be crossed. The 

Gothic arch shape appears in 11 Irish bridges built before 1500, and only 5 times in bridges built between 1500 

and 1700, so in this at least the pattern is similar to elsewhere in the British Isles. Otherwise, the most striking 

feature is the plain-ness of the group; no ribs, very few chamfered arch rings, and a scarcity of other decorative 

features. Ireland was a poor country throughout the period in question, and the appearance of the bridges 

suggests that avoidance of non-essential costs was paramount. Unlike in Britain, this was true even for bridges 

built on processional routes into religious establishments. Many Irish bridges are very attractive in their settings, 

but this usually depends more on scenic backgrounds, than the artefacts themselves. 

3.2 Survival Rates for pre-1700 Bridges 

Recent studies of old maps have suggested a way of estimating, albeit perhaps roughly, the survival rates of 

pre-1700 bridges, because the number of bridges shown, which are still coherent entities, can be counted. I 

have, to-date, looked at maps of a number of counties in Scotland and river catchments in England and Wales. 

The relevant maps of the former are those of Timothy Pont (c1580), Joan Blaeu (1654), John Adair (1682), and 

of the latter, Christopher Saxton (1577), John Speed (1610), and Joan Blaeu (1640s). None of these maps gives 

the picture in 1700, and it is possible that some pre-1700 bridges were built after the maps were produced. 

However, they do show bridges standing in the 16th and 17th centuries, and thus allow the estimates of survival 

rates shown in Table 4. 

Table  4A.  Survival of Pre-1700 Stone Bridges in Selected Counties and River Catchments 

County or River Catchment 
 

Bridges on 16th & 
17th Century maps 

Marked bridges 
standing now 

Percentage 
surviving 

Lothians 60 10 17% 

Fife & Clackmannan 31 4 13% 

River Tees catchment 18 8 44% 

River Don catchment 19 2 11% 

River Witham catchment 13 1 8% 

River Welland catchment 25 11 44% 

Norfolk rivers catchments* 15 4 27% 

S. Wales rivers catchments† 27 5 19% 

River Tamar catchment‡ 29 17 59% 

Rivers Stour (D) & Avon (H) catchmentsϮ 31 8 26% 

River Avon (Warwickshire) catchment 24 9 38% 

 
Cumulative 

 
292 

 
79 

 
27% 

 
*  Norfolk rivers; R. Yare, R. Wensum, R. Bure, R. Waveney 

† South Wales rivers; R. Usk, River Towy, River Teifi 

‡ Includes R. Lynher, R. Tavy, & R. Plym 

Ϯ   is Dorset, and H is Hampshire 

A significant number of bridges in my compendium do not appear on the maps in question; the mismatch of 

dates already mentioned is one possible reason, and some of the missing bridges cross streams which are 

themselves unmarked, but there are some surprising  absences, like Stare Bridge over the River Avon. This is 
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immaterial in the present context which is concerned to derive %age survival rates for a sizeable proportion of 

pre-1700 bridges, rather than necessarily all of them. A striking aspect is the variability; the range of %age 

survivals in Table 4, is from 8% to 59%. There are credible theories to explain the values, for example, the low 

%ages for rivers ending in fenlands may be partly due to later canalisation and drainage, which have changed 

downstream river courses. On the other hand, anyone viewing bridges on the River Tamar, must be impressed 

by the robustness of the designs, and the solidity of the fabric; these are not structures likely to be easily 

damaged or destroyed. There can be no thought of developing a quantitative prediction tool, but it is possible 

to use the data to estimate how many bridges stood in the 17th century, and still survive. 

The starting point is the 27% survival rate. The compendium lists 882 pre-17th century bridges, but c100 are in 

the 17th/18th century category, so 50 should be subtracted to make allowance for that, and 54 are moat bridges, 

none of which appear on the maps, leaving c780 as the  estimate for the number  of surviving pre-1700 bridges 

carrying public roads or tracks over streams. If 27% have survived since the 17th century, it follows that there 

were 2650 standing then. Previously, I calculated error bands for 95% confidence, but given their size, I have 

discarded that formal approach; my best guess is that a count of  all the standing bridges in Britain in the 17th 

century would have yielded a value in the range 2000 to 3300. That spread could be reduced if more catchments 

were considered, a time-consuming process, but I think the results obtained so far suffice to make matters clear. 

One implication is that my list sample of 882 may not be large enough to guarantee its representative nature in 

all circumstances, but provided comparisons are made between regions well populated with surviving bridges, 

the results should be robust. However, I can see no possibility of estimating the survival rates of bridges built in 

earlier periods, than pre-1700, so uncertainties will be greater when conclusions are drawn for the medieval 

period, (pre-1500). 

5. Conclusions 

1. Stone bridges in the British Isles, which all or in significant part date from before 1700, have been identified. 

There may be small-scale changes if further information emerges, but the current estimate is that there are 882 

bridges in Great Britain and 80 in Ireland, which meet this criterion. 

2. An exercise has been carried out involving desk top assessment of available literature, for every identified 

bridge, and site visits to the great majority of them. The data collected has allowed an information sheet to be 

produced for every bridge, incorporating photographs, descriptive text and measurements of key parameters. 

The said measurements have been drawn together in tables for 8 regions/countries of the British Isles, with 

entries for each bridge. The information sheets and tables have been placed on the ‘free to access’ website, 

historicbridgesofbritain.com. 

3. This paper presents a distillation of the data. One table gives the numbers of bridges built in each 

region/country of the British Isles in century-long time periods, between the 13th and 17th centuries. Another two 

show the prevalences of bridges displaying specific features like wide spans, which were built in the 

aforementioned regions/countries, during the pre-modern (1500 to 1700) period, and in the medieval (pre-1500) 

period.  

4. A preliminary analysis of old maps suggests that 27% of bridges standing in the 17th century have survived 

in coherent form to the present day. There are large variations between counties and regions which mean that 
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estimates of numbers of British stone bridges standing in the 17th century are imprecise, but my best guess is 

that there were between 2000, and 3300. 

5. In view of the relatively low survival rate of pre-1700 bridges, conclusions drawn from this population must 

be broadly based; there follow some that should be robust; 

(i) Pre-1700 bridges of wide span are common in Northern England, Scotland and Wales, but largely absent in 

the rest of England and Ireland. Where such bridges exist, span is not dependent on build-date through the 

period from the 13th to the 17th century. 

(ii) Gothic arches appear significantly more frequently on medieval bridges built before 1500, than on later 

bridges, except in Scotland. They are indicators rather than conclusive markers. 

(iii) Other features like soffit ribs, also associated with medieval build-dates, as indicators rather than conclusive 

markers, are region specific. This is also true of decorative elements like chamfering and hood moulds which 

are completely absent in some regions/countries. 

(iv) Building materials reflect the availability or not, of easily-worked stone; bridges made of random rubble 

predominate in regions of hard stone such as granites, while a dearth of stone which does not crumble resulted  

in wood being the building material of choice in parts of the South of England, until a late date, and also 

encouraged the early appearance of brick bridges in parts of East Anglia. 

(v) Period-dependent characteristics, generally appeared up to a century later in Scotland, Wales, and South-

West England. Irish bridges remained plain and featureless between the 13th and 17th centuries, so little change 

in their characteristics is apparent over the period. 
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Glossary 

 

I assume that most terms associated with bridges, like parapets, arches, piers and cutwaters will be familiar to 

readers of this paper, but there follow descriptions of a few which might be less so. 

Arch, Gothic Pointed arch shape, most often made up of two intersecting arcs of a circle, rather 

than triangular 

Arch, Segmental An arch shape which is a simple arc of a circle, not extending to a full semi-circle, 

Arch, Semi-circular Self-explanatory, can be a sign of great antiquity ‘Norman Arch’ 

Arch Rings Formed by packing individual blocks known as voussoirs in the arch shape, but 

can be doubled or tripled in layers for decorative purposes, and the lower ones 

can be recessed, or mounted ‘in two or three orders’ 

Ashlar Fabric in which stone blocks have been cut to uniform size, dressed and laid in 

regular courses 

Chamfering Applied most often to ribs and arch rings, the removal of corners for decorative 

purposes, often a marker for a medieval bridge 

Clapper Bridge A bridge comprising one or more flat slabs laid across the tops of abutments and 

often one or more piers, forming rectangular water channel(s) The horizontal slab 

is a lintel. (The term clam bridge can be used where there is a single slab) 

Flood Arch An arch designed to accommodate flood water only, often in an approach 

causeway 

Hood Mould A protruding layer of thin stones on a bridge face immediately above, and following 

the full shape of an arch ring 

Impost Ledge on a pillar or abutment from which an arch springs 

Intrados Also soffits, and vault, the under-surface of an arch 

Jambs Vertical walls in the lower part of an arch 

Keystones Enlarged or otherwise differentiated voussoirs at the crown of an arch, usually 

found in post-1700 bridges 

Packhorse Bridge A bridge which is on a pre-19th century route, and often too narrow for carts to 

cross (< 1.5m) 

Pilasters They are mini-columns often rising above the cutwaters, usually found in post-

1700 bridges 

Refuges Outward protrusions in the parapets, enclosing side extensions of the 

carriageway, usually triangular or rectangular, and most often upward extensions 

of the cutwaters; provided for pedestrians on narrow bridges 

Ribs Common in the soffits of larger medieval bridges they protrude downwards, but 

follow the arch shape, and can be the main support members 

Rise Can refer to the height of a single arch above the impost, or the difference in level 

between the ends and centre of a bridge carriageway; where the latter is 

significant, the bridge is termed ‘crowned’, ‘humped’, or peaked 

River Arch An arch spanning a water course 
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Rubble Fabric made up of individual stones or blocks which are non-uniform, but can 

range from regular layers of roughly squared blocks to completely random 

arrangements of stones varying greatly in size and shape 

Spandrel Those parts of a multi-arch bridge between the arches 
 

Stilted Refers to a bridge in which arches spring from high above the water level, 

supported on tall jambs 

String Course A row of protruding tiles or thin stones, often horizontal, on a bridge face above 

an arch; a purely decorative feature 

 

Some of the bridge characteristics discussed earlier in the paper, are best explained with photographs. 

Chamfered arch rings (in 3 orders) as in Column 5 of Tables 2 and 3; the view is of the bridge 

face, with the arch rings at the entrance to the arch vault in the lower right of the photograph. 

 

 

 

 

Heavily chamfered ribs, as in Column 7 of Tables 2 and 3; the view is looking up to the vault. 

 

 

 

A hood mould above a single arch ring, as in Column 6 in Tables 2 and 3; the view is of the 

bridge face with the leaf-covered vault in the lower left of the photograph.  

 


