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All of My Roads Led from Middlesbrough 

Synopsis 

The document is an account of journeys made from Middlesbrough, based mainly on the road configurations of 

the early 1970s, but taking a historical view, so looking back into times past. The journeys were made along 

routes to 5 destinations, namely Edinburgh, Workington, Whitby via Skinningrove, Hartlepool, and Scunthorpe, 

and the selection gives a clue to the fact, that all but the first were relevant to my work in the 1970s, for British 

Steel. However, there is no focus on that aspect, instead my concerns are with landscapes and townscapes, 

old buildings including castles, mansions and bridges, transport including railways, roads, and ferries, and 

people of historical import; I also allow myself to dwell on a few tales, truthful or mythical, associated with the 

places, which I pass. I believe that what I call linear topographic presentations, along routes and rivers, can give 

more coherent views, than presentations of information selected by counties or regions. I follow the template of 

Roman Itineraries, and Ogilbyôs maps, rather than the works of Mee and Pevsner, and their modern imitators; 

all are valuable works for their time, as regards the information made available, and I believe there is a place 

for both styles. 
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All of My Roads Led from Middlesbrough 

1. Introduction 

In the autumn of 1970, I drove from Edinburgh to Middlesbrough, on the south bank of the River Tees, in the 

North-East of England, and 41 miles south of Newcastle, to attend an interview for a job. It turned out to be an 

often repeated journey as I accepted the offered position, and moved to live and work in Middlesbrough, a few 

months later. I travelled frequently between Middlesbrough and Edinburgh, but soon began to make other 

longish road journeys from the town; two in number were dictated by requirements of my work, most frequently, 

south to Scunthorpe, near the right (south) bank of the River Humber, and west to Workington, on the Cumbrian 

coast. I shall add to the mix, two short journeys, which became fairly regular; one to Skinningrove, 17km to the 

east, a journey I shall continue to Whitby, a further 20½km to the south-east, because I often spent Sunday 

afternoons there, and another to Hartlepool, 17km north as the crow flies, but rather further by road. This 

document will follow the course of each of these journeys, focussing on how they were, in the early 1970s, and 

look at places on the routes, as they were then and further into the past. For only one of the longer journeys, 

that to Workington, can it be said, that a single preferred route was self-selecting then, assuming that minimising 

the distance covered and normal time required to reach the destination, were the criteria. For the other longer 

journeys, there were alternatives, which differed considerably on maps and on the ground, without significantly 

affecting the time required to complete the journey. My approach in this document is to choose a preferred 

route, which I deal with in some detail, but also to look at the alternatives. 

Those choosing to write about the topography and built environment of the country have chosen various ways 

of selecting areas for consideration; some like the Arthur Mee series, and Pevsner have used a break-down into 

counties, which makes for comprehensive accounts, though even they had to pare down the number of places 

with which, they dealt. Others have taken the linear approach of this account. The surviving Roman itineraries 

followed their roads across the empire, and gave details of hostels, which could be used by travellers, and 

Ogilbyôs 17th century maps were similar, but more comprehensive, providing information on places on important, 

much-used routes of the day. In more recent years, plenty accounts of rivers and a few of roads, have been 

produced in which linear features provide links between places of interest. Some of the links have been made 

by observations of authors on foot, others by travellers on bicycles, in cars, or on river-boats, while in past times, 

horses sometimes provided the means of covering the ground between points of interest. Others, including 

myself, have cheated to a degree by putting together virtual journeys, in which features of interest were visited 

on separate trips, allowing accounts to be prepared later, in a desk top exercise.  I have made essentially 

unbroken journeys along the whole of each route, many times, but usually under pressure to complete the 

journey, as quickly as possible, leaving few, if any, opportunities for detours and pauses, along the way. I 

suspect that some of the accounts, which I have read of apparently seamless journeys have not been quite as 

recorded, but perhaps that is an unjustified slur. The exercise, described here, looks at journeys along 5 routes, 

radiating outwards from Middlesbrough, each of which, played a part in my life. 

I should mention here, accounts of journeys, which have played a significant part in motivating me to produce 

this document. They were produced by Charles Harper, during the decades around the turn of the 20th century, 

in fact, just over a hundred years ago. He mixed descriptions of the roads and settlements, he found then, with 

extensive flashbacks to the age of turnpike roads and stagecoaches, which lasted roughly from 1770, when the 

network of the former began to expand rapidly, until 1840, when the railways took over long distance transport, 
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rapidly crushing competition from companies using roads and canals. Harper describes the stage coaches, 

carrying up to 16 passengers, mail coaches built for speed, and broughams at the service of landowners and 

aristocrats. He explains the infrastructure that grew up to support their journeys; horses were changed every 

dozen miles or so, so villages and towns on the main route acquired hostelries, linked to different coach 

operations, which offered food and sleeping quarters for travellers, but also stabling for large numbers of horses, 

sometimes a hundred or more, and services like blacksmiths and harness-makers; obviously, this meant 

housing large numbers of skilled tradesmen, labourers, and coach-drivers. Sometimes hostelries were opened 

in isolated areas, to ensure that stages were not too long, and settlements grew around them. Many survive to 

this day but they are shadows of what they were before 1840, looking to fulfil the needs of individual travellers, 

rather than hundreds of stagecoach passengers and coachmen. I should mention the other trade dependent on 

coaching traffic; highwaymen were a real menace, operating on lonely stretches of moorland, of which there 

were plenty in a country with a population, only 20% of that today, and remains of those caught and hanged, 

were to be seen on gibbets erected at scenes of crimes, doing nothing to calm the fears of travellers. 

Harper portrayed a bygone age in books like those about the Great North Road, from London to Edinburgh, 

referenced in the bibliography, and to a degree, I am doing the same. Half a century ago, trunk roads used by 

long-distance travellers went from town to town, passing through settlements on the way; since then, most of 

these places have been bypassed, or motorways built following completely different routes, sometimes, at some 

distance from any centres of population. The sense that a long journey can be broken into sections linking 

places on the route, almost like the staging posts of the past, has gone in most cases. Road building 

programmes in the past 50 years have caused much controversy, with opinions ranging from a desire that no 

new ones should be built, to seeing improvements as a priority. When I moved from Edinburgh to Middlesbrough 

in 1971, there were plans in existence, to build dual carriageways along the whole route between the two 

conurbations; timescales of the order of 20 years were mooted for reaching this situation. It would be wrong to 

say that no progress has been made, as 50+ miles up to Morpeth, north of Newcastle and 30 miles to the east 

of Edinburgh on the A1, have been dualled, but this leaves a 70 mile gap, along which only a few shortish 

stretches have been dualled. Most busy routes have been improved and thus altered more.  

One reason for this is that the A1 is not the only road between Newcastle and Edinburgh; both the A68 and 

A697 are shorter by close to 10%, and carry a significant amount of traffic, sufficient presumably, to reduce the 

traffic density on the A1 to below a threshold, which would indicate that dualling should take place. If at some 

time in the future, the whole A1, is entirely dualled, that balance would change, reducing traffic on the two shorter 

routes, by directing some to the more prosaic A1, and presumably bringing the threshold within reach, but that 

is clearly regarded as putting the cart before the horse in the decision-making process. Sadly, my fellow-country 

men (and women), have become world-class at nursing grudges, and the absence of a decent east coast road 

link to England has been added to a long list. Locals on each side of the border were unimpressed when Berwick 

Bypass was opened in 1983, including a new bridge over the River Tweed, because it was built as a single 

carriageway road, signalling that dualling was not being considered. Feelings were exacerbated by a number 

of serious accidents on the new road, soon after it was opened, in part, the result of very foolish road marking, 

which was fairly soon rectified. The outcome to date means that the routes between Middlesbrough and 

Edinburgh, have altered less than most in the direction of isolating the traveller from settlements and other 

features, than others I shall consider, but this is the end-point for this route, as much as any other. 
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When I began travelling from Middlesbrough to Scunthorpe, (the towns are about a hundred miles apart), dual 

carriageways were a small part of any route. At least three hours had to be allowed for the one-way journey, 

and colleagues went there in a variety of different ways. For many, a trip to Scunthorpe, to attend meetings, or 

to make observations or measurements, involved an overnight stay at a hotel. Over the next 25 years, road 

improvements meant that the normal journey time, entirely on dual carriageways, was reduced to less than two 

hours, and overnight stays became far less common. Mark you, there was one drawback, associated with this 

obvious change for the better.  When the M180 reached Scunthorpe from the west, it bypassed a stretch of the 

A180, which crossed the River Trent by way of Keadby Bridge, a marvelous structure carrying parallel road and 

rail tracks. I think it had ceased to swing open for river traffic, by the time I started using it, but there was a tight 

bend at the east end of the bridge. In consequence, the many heavy lorries, which crossed, could only pass on 

or off, one at a time. As a result, jams would build up remarkably quickly; a car could pass straight over, and 

another arriving 10 minutes later could have to wait for quarter of an hour, or more. There was no convenient 

detour, so it was a regular occurrence for people, attending a meeting in Scunthorpe, to arrive quarter of an 

hour late and mutter óKeadby Bridgeô, occasionally with an expletive added for effect, but no more had to be 

said. I must confess to have performed the ritual once or twice, without the expletive, when I was late for less 

excusable reasons, so I regarded the new arrangement as a mixed blessing. The situation for the other selected 

journeys changed less dramatically, but in general all took significantly less time, when I ceased to make them, 

than when I started, 30 odd years earlier, but many places of interest had been bypassed, or had ceased to be 

near the most convenient route.  

In deciding to write this account, I have been particularly influenced by my own enjoyment of books on road 

journeys. As already indicated, some of them purport, to have been made in real time, and this implies that large 

parts at least, must have been on foot or by bicycle. Others like my own, do not hide the fact, that they are virtual 

in the sense that they connect real time experiences, which occurred on separate occasions, perhaps, days or 

even years apart. The general atmosphere is another variable, some travelogues record conversations in pubs, 

cafés, and streets, and have a folksy feel to them, where others recount only the experiences of the author, 

backed by expert comments about prominent features, encountered. Most authors, including this one try to mix 

the two, but it is not easy to weld such material into a coherent account. 

The routes along which journeys are described are shown on the sketch map overleaf, prepared by Alastair 

Robertson. The journeys overlap, especially in their early stages, but I do not repeat accounts of those sections, 

referring to them briefly, and pointing any reader to where, they can find a fuller description. Since all begin in 

Middlesbrough, I will start with a brief description of that industrial town, as I found it in the early 1970s. 
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Sketch Map of the Routes covered in this Document 

 

 

Preferred Route  
Alternative Route  

 

 

Route Codes 

Code Status Destination Route 

1a Preferred Edinburgh Newcastle, Morpeth, Coldstream 

1b Alternative Edinburgh Newcastle, Morpeth, Berwick-upon-Tweed 

1c Alternative Edinburgh Darlington, Corbridge, Lauder 

2 Preferred Workington Penrith, Keswick 

3a Preferred Whitby  Skinningrove 

3b Alternative Whitby Moors 

4 Preferred Hartlepool  

5a Preferred Scunthorpe Thirsk, York, Selby, Thorne 

5b Alternative Scunthorpe Helmsley, Malton, Beverley, Hull 

 

2. Middlesbrough and its Environs 

Famously, in 1801 there was only a farm steading on the site of the town, beside the River Tees, though there 

had been a Benedictine priory cell in the medieval period; nothing of either survives. Joseph Pease and a group 

of other Quaker businessmen purchased the property in 1829, and laid out plans for Port Darlington, which was 
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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 as the first passenger-carrying railway, in large part 

to Josephôs father, Edward, who employed George Stephenson as engineer for the project; it reached the new 

development in 1830. Middlesbrough was then laid out on a grid pattern around a market square, with a town 

hall, which still stands, 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 more 

mines and blast furnaces opened in the area soon afterwards; in Eston village south-east of Middlesbrough, 

many houses built for the miners were on a long street, named California, surely tongue in cheek, in reference 

to a perceived similarity 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 greater 

strength and durability. The cost of production plummeted when the Bessemer process was invented, reducing 

the time taken to make a batch, (2 side-by-side vessels could produce 50 tonnes in an hour, a massive scale-

up). The problem for Middlesbrough was that the local ores were high in phosphorous, and formed brittle steels. 

For a period, Middlesbrough ironmasters imported Spanish ores but this was expensive, and their product 

struggled to compete. The problem was solved by the chemist cousins, Sidney Gilchrist Thomas and Percy 

Gilchrist, who proved in trials at Blaenavon in South Wales, that in Bessemer vessels, lined with dolomite or 

limestone bricks, the phosphorous could be removed from the molten metal into an absorbent slag floating on 

its surface. Not only was the metal purified, but the slag could be rabbled (scraped) off and processed into a 

useful fertiliser. This development rescued steelmaking in Middlesbrough and growth resumed; the population, 

already 19000 in 1861 was 90000 by 1901; there were 100 blast furnaces in the area then. The population 

continued to increase well into the 20th century, boosted especially by the birth of the chemical company ICI and 

its subsequent growth on Teesside; when I arrived in the area in 1971 the town was home to165000 people, (it 

has declined a bit, since). The town had sustained damage in German bombing raids during the 2nd World War; 

200 houses were destroyed, the railway station was hit causing the roof to collapse, and the famous transporter 

bridge survived a near miss, but given its importance as an industrial centre, Middlesbrough got off lightly. 

Even ignoring the industry embedded in and around the town, I probably would have had difficulty in finding 

anywhere to live and work, more different from my home city of Edinburgh. The original settlement of the mid-

19th century, south of the River Tees and north of the railway, soon expanded southwards. Two impressive 

Victorian buildings were erected here but that was more or less it as far as buildings of any distinction were 

concerned; one still stands, a gothic town hall, with an impressive clock tower, opened in 1889. The other, the 

Royal Exchange, I got to know quite well, because it had become the area headquarters of British Steel, for 

whom I worked. Erected in 1868 with classical exterior lines, the interior presented 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 

I encountered on entering 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 finest building in the town was 

demolished in 1985, to make way for the town centre bypass. Though Middlesbrough lacks buildings of 

architectural merit, it has unique engineered structures in the Transporter Bridge, and the Newport Vertical Lift 
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Bridge. The former opened in 1911, and carries 9 cars and dozens of pedestrians, in a gondola suspended from 

a carriage on a high framework; the carriage is driven on rails back and forwards across the River Tees. The 

latter opened in 1934, and was a conventional bridge save for the fact that its central section could be lifted 37m 

to allow passage of ships, though the decline as an up-river port of Stockton-on-Tees, eventually caused it to 

be locked in the down position. I used both on the journeys described here, but the former only rarely, as it was 

often closed because of high winds or a need for repairs; there were also problems with using the latter, because 

there were long delays, when it was lifted. Alternative routes, further upstream meant a considerable detour, 

though matters have improved now, with the building of 3 additional bridges. 

In a major reorganisation of local government nationwide, not long before my arrival, Middlesbrough had been 

grouped with Stockton-on-Tees, Hartlepool, Redcar, Billingham and other smaller towns into a relatively new 

borough called Teesside, with a population of 400000. Middlesbrough was the largest town so perhaps should 

have become the hub, with what that would have meant in terms of development of the town centre, but local 

jealousies prevented much of that, during the 30 years I lived there. By all accounts, councillors were willing to 

gang up to oppose any major proposal, which did not benefit their own township. Forty miles to the north, parts 

of Newcastle were transformed in the same period, though by a corrupt mayor, who served time in prison, after 

achieving this. If rumour was correct, corruption was not absent on Teesside, and names which later became 

notorious, like John Poulson, head of an architectural partnership, could be seen on plaques in new buildings 

like Stockton-on-Tees library. Shopping in Middlesbrough was an underwhelming experience; although there 

was a central mall, in part, quite modern, it was of a size with shops to match, which might have been expected 

in a much smaller town. The only incentives to go there were easy nearby parking in areas cleared of housing, 

and a few speciality shops. In fairness, I should say that the shopping area has been greatly expanded since 

the 1970s, and hopefully the townspeople have a much better offer, though the speciality shops, which I knew, 

are long gone. 

Moving south from the centre, there were streets part lined by rows of small terraced houses, and otherwise, 

more open spaces, where such housing had been cleared, but had not been replaced. The technical college 

which later became Teesside University was here; its reputation was good, but the buildings were mundane. I 

am afraid the town was dirty and often smelly, to a degree, which is now unknown anywhere. Industry had 

replaced the original houses north of the railway line, and major industrial sites stretched along the south bank 

of the River Tees for some miles. Practically all the sites were sources of large quantities of fume-laden gas, 

and though prevailing west winds took much pollution away from the town, periods of east winds arose regularly, 

especially in winter. On cold winter mornings, inversions were a feature; plumes of smoke rose from chimneys 

dragging in cold air, and then encountered a band of warm air, so that instead of rising further, they bent towards 

the horizontal, spreading as they moved, and dropping their load of dust, which otherwise would have been 

carried up and away from the town; I did not think to take photographs, but there are many examples on the 

internet. A few manufacturers seemed quite shameless, like a smallish factory just east of the town centre, 

Warners, which made pig-iron, while emitting dense yellow fumes continuously from a low chimney. 

In the overall scheme of things, the larger steel plants were a far greater environmental nuisance. In fact, there 

were effective fume removal measures operating for most of the time, but whenever a steel-containing vessel 

had to be filled or emptied, it had to be tilted, and the collection system ceased to work; the huge plant buildings 

filled with hot red fume-laden gases, (the colour came from iron oxide particles), which surged out from the roof 
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every half hour or so. The effects on the surroundings were cumulative, because the fume-laden gas cooled 

and decelerated, allowing particulate matter to drop out, hence the ôdust everywhereô impression. There were 

no easy solutions to these problems, as I found later when charged with designing remedial measures; I came 

up with schemes which would have ameliorated but not eliminated the problem, and even to do that much, costs 

would have made the plant uneconomic.  So, industry left its mark all around, and it was no different where steel 

was made elsewhere, as I found when visiting European and other foreign steelworks. As for emissions from 

the stacks, that festooned chemical plants, like those of ICI at Wilton, east of Middlesbrough, and Billingham 

across the River Tees. I know nothing of the gases emerging from them, when they were not flaring at night, 

which may have made its way into my lungs. Just as well I think, though life-expectancy figures for children born 

in places like Middlesbrough, were low enough to tell their own tale. 

ééééééééééé 

A car was almost essential in Middlesbrough. The townships were strung out along both banks of the River 

Tees, and public transport was poor. My place of work was in an industrial area, east of the centre of 

Middlesbrough, so virtually none of the staff lived nearby. I lived in the large towns to the west, first 

Middlesbrough, and then Stockton-on-Tees and its southern suburb, Eaglescliffe, but many took advantage of 

the fact that the narrow urban and industrial strip along the river was contained to the south by the Cleveland 

Hills, beyond which, were pleasant villages like Guisborough, Stokesley, and Great Ayton less than 10 miles 

from our laboratories; they bought houses there in new developments, which were beginning to alter the village 

ambience, but had not destroyed it.  When I had visitors, work-related or personal, I often headed in that direction 

in an evening, sometimes further out, into the North Yorkshire Moors, where there were attractive country pubs 

which served fine plain food. On the return journey, a highlight was the extensive light show which appeared 

when cresting the last hill south of the industrial complexes mentioned above. Sometimes visitors wanted 

different things, and a few times I ventured óover the borderô, under the railway bridge into the old town, where 

establishments like the Bongo Club enjoyed considerable notoriety; I never became a regular, and saw no 

trouble there, which was not the case in some pubs, near to where I lived. There, fighting and a quick exit of 

those not involved, like myself and my friends, often preceded the arrival of a van full of police. 

Middlesbrough had a bad reputation for crime in the 1970s; in my own case the problem was óTWOCôING, 

pronounced with a hard ócô, meaning taking a car without the ownerôs consent. It happened to me, three times, 

with the cars taken from private parking areas, either by joyriders, or by those with serious intent to steal all or 

parts of the cars. I was lucky, in that each time, the vehicle was recovered quickly and undamaged. Twice, the 

police asked me to come in to the local police station to confront the young criminals, and I did so, but it seemed 

a total waste of time, as they already had a string of similar offences to their names, and refused to say anything; 

I detected no signs of guilt because they knew that punishment would amount to a slap on the wrist. I also lost 

3 car radios, expensive items then, stolen and apparently easily disposed of, in car boot sales, and through 

other channels. Obviously, the criminals were mainly to blame, but the car manufacturers were also culpable, 

because they knew how to make cars virtually thief-proof, but refused to do so for years, nonsensically claiming 

that customers would refuse to pay an extra cost. Unsurprisingly, car manufacturers took a similar attitude to 

rust proofing; the technology applied now, was available for years before it was taken up. Of course, it was 

against the interests of manufacturers to extend car lifetimes, and they got away with making rust-buckets for 

years. 



9 
 

Middlesbrough is much changed since the early 1970s, in large part because, heavy industry is a shadow of its 

former self, with only a couple of steel rolling mills remaining from several works, which were involved in the 

whole steelmaking process; the largest plants, the last still standing, were demolished spectacularly, a few 

months ago. The chemicals empire, ICI is no more, though many of its plants still thrive, some owned by one of 

Britainôs richest men, Sir Jim Radcliffe. Through most of the 20th century, ICI was one of the most prestigious 

businesses in the country, before it was wrecked and reduced to a small paint-making rump, as a result of a 

sequence of disastrous decisions by its management; the remnant was taken over by a Dutch company Akzo 

Nobel in 1908, and the name, ICI, has vanished. In fairness, the story is not all bad, as before the demise, the 

company did give birth to a number of todayôs successful companies, first amongst them Astra Zeneca. The 

workforce of 60000 in heavy industry in the early 1970s, has been reduced to a few thousand, and such industry 

as has come into the town would be described as mainly ólightô. Middlesbrough has moved steadily south, at 

least as regards its housing with large new estates, though the centre has stayed put, so the town has the form 

of a multi-layer sandwich, namely from the north. river, industrial slice, railway, town centre, older residential, 

new residential, and countryside. Roads have improved, with a dual carriageway driven through the centre, and 

additional bridges cross the River Tees as mentioned earlier. My visits have been rare in recent years, and 

Middlesbrough is not the place, I once lived in, but I retain considerable affection for the place and its people; 

Wednesday evenings in floodlit Ayrsome Park, watching a then-successful Middlesbrough football team, with 

40000 other spectators, remain a fond memory. However, it is time to look at the journeys I once made. 

 3. The Preferred A697 Route from Middlesbrough to Edinburgh, via Newcastle and Coldstream - 1a on 

the sketch map 

(i) Middlesbrough to Newcastle 

On many Friday evenings throughout the 1970s, I left my place of work in South Bank, on the east side of 

Middlesbrough, at about 5.00 PM, to drive to Edinburgh, where I spent the weekend at my parentôs home, before 

setting off at 5.00 AM on the following Monday to return to my work-place in Middlesbrough by 9.00 AM. I had 

personal reasons for those frequent journeys, on which, I shall not dwell, but the other motivation was to pursue 

ambitions related to amateur golf; I was a scratch golfer, when that was a meaningful marker, and became 

champion of my region of Scotland, and hoped to gain selection for the national team.  

Back to the journey. The preferred route and some alternatives for each journey are shown on the sketch map, 

but the first task was to get through rush-hour congestion in town streets to a bridge over the River Tees; the 

paucity of bridges, already mentioned, meant that the only real option was the Newport Vertical Lift Bridge, a 

massive steel structure, which opened in 1934, and was the first of its type to be built in the United Kingdom 

and the heaviest then of its kind in the world. The bridge is 82m long between towers 55m high, and the 

carriageway could be lifted by 37m. Normal lifting took 90 seconds to complete, but of course the carriageway 

had to remain in the óupô position for long enough for ships to pass through, and the delays for road traffic could 

extend to half-an-hour. In the 1940s, ships going to and from docks at Stockton-on-Tees, required the bridge to 

be lifted, 14 times per week, allowing 800 vessels per year to pass through, but this number declined as 

Stockton's port activities decreased, and the lift section was eventually bolted down in 1990. When first opened, 

the bridge 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 go that way, it had become a major bottleneck, even in the absence 

of ships passing through. Nonetheless it was a major engineering achievement, which probably does not get  
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the attention it deserves, as it is overshadowed in local esteem by the Transporter Bridge, a short distance 

downstream. Hidden by the bush on the left of the photograph, there was a small building called Newport 

Laboratory. For a few years, I visited regularly, because the photographer for British Steelôs Teesside 

Laboratories was based there, and my work required photographs of steelplants, and laboratory set-ups, not a 

very convenient arrangement, as I sometimes had to go there, two or three times a week. This was long before 

digital cameras, a life-changing invention, made some of the more mundane skills of professional photographers 

redundant. Photographs also had to be developed and fixed then, which required a dark room, and another set 

of skills, if a good finished article was to be obtained, in a relatively short time. 

Once north of the river, a glance to the right 

took in the buildings of Billingham chemical 

works, which will be looked at more closely, 

in the account of the journey to Hartlepool, 

but a left turn was needed at a roundabout 

onto to a road bypassing the centre of 

Stockton-on-Tees to the east and north. It 

passes on its left, Norton, now a suburb of 

Stockton-on-Tees, which retains some of the 

features of a separate township. Its 

existence 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 a village green. 

It is thought to have been built a thousand years ago, 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 burgh, until 

Stockton became a separate parish in 1713.  Much of the early 11th century church still stands, though it was 
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extended in the late 12th century, altered in the 15th 
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. On a personal note, I have attended two weddings there, and it 

must be the finest old church in Teesside. It would be remiss to pass on without mentioning the fine High Street, 

and the numerous fine stone buildings surviving in Norton from the 18th century, but the route takes us past its 

north end, so I give no further detail. The continuation, by Junction Road bounds the Roseworth housing estate, 

where building began in the late-1940s. It was one of a group including Ragworth and Hardwick, which had a 

decidedly mixed reputation, by the time I moved into the area. Junction Road, a part of a Stockton ring road 

meets the A177, which connects Stockton-on-Tees to Durham, at a roundabout, which marks the limit of the 

former town, and with a right turn, I left the conurbation of Teesside. On my Friday evening journeys, I usually 

took most of an hour to get there, but felt that the worst was over, even though I had covered only about 10 

miles. 

The A177 is still a busy trunk road, with a few short stretches of dual carriageway, which leaves Stockton at a 

height of c150 feet, but is 300 feet high by the time it reaches the large village of Sedgefield. The 1970s and 

early 1980s were far colder than now, and on winter evenings it was not uncommon, to run into lying snow along 

this stretch, which was exposed to north-east winds, coming in from the North Sea. Sedgefield was already 

bypassed in the 1970s, when its location made it a dormitory town for Teesside, but there is a 13th century 

church beside a village green in the centre. Beside the road is Sedgefield Racecourse; I knew the owner, for a 

while, and enjoyed a couple of days at race-meetings as his guest, but horse racing has never been more than 

a passing interest. Moving on along the A177, rising all the time, the next settlement is Coxhoe; it is a rather 

bleak and dowdy place as befits its height of c450 feet, and its modern-day history as a mining village, though 

the local pit closed in 1933. It is depressing to consult the Durham Mining Museum website, and read that while 

there were no major mine disasters, at Coxhoe Colliery, 27 miners are known to have died in accidents in barely 

a hundred years, and that there were probably more fatalities, which have gone unrecorded. Approaching 

Coxhoe, along the A177, the scars left by large scale quarrying are very noticeable, and I understand that 

excavation is on-going, if scaled back from its peak.   

Coxhoe has a place in literary history, 

because the Victorian poet, Elizabeth Barrett 

Browning was born in Coxhoe Hall in 1806, 

though the family moved to Hertfordshire, a 

few years later. She began to write poetry at 

an early age, and was prolific and influential, 

but is now remembered mostly for her 

marriage to Robert Browning in 1846. 

Afterwards, she lived in Italy, partly for health 

reasons, and because of family disapproval 

of her marriage. She died in 1861, leaving poems which were published posthumously. I have read a few of her 

works, but am in no position to comment critically. As for Coxhoe Hall, Elizabeth Browningôs birthplace was built 

in 1725, on the site of a medieval predecessor to the east of the village; it was a Classical building, later 

embellished with unattractive mock Gothic features, as shown in the old photograph taken from the website, 
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http://www.lostheritage.org.uk/index.html . The house became blighted by the proximity of coal mine shafts, and 

was then destabilised by subsidence, before it was knocked down, for safety reasons in 1952.  

The route passes down a steep main street, 

now interrupted by several traffic-slowing 

installations, and a short distance outside the 

village, the A177 meets the A1 at a 

roundabout, about 25 miles from my starting 

point. The A1 is a motorway, here, which 

opened in 1969, as a 22 mile stretch from 

Darlington northwards, to bypass Durham, 

and shortly after that, it was extended past 

Chester-le-Street, to just south of Gateshead. The route joins the A1(M) as it is named, but I shall follow the 

A177, a short distance towards Durham, to reach the site of an ancient crossing of the River Wear. Sunderland 

Bridge carried the A1 over the river until it was bypassed to the east, in 1924. The central two of four arches, 

shown in the photograph, can probably be dated to the 14th century, while the outer two were replacements built 

in c1770. All 4 arches are semi-circular; the central two each rest upon 5 chamfered ribs, and have double 

chamfered arch rings in two orders at each face, both medieval features, but the outer arches have dressed 

double unchamfered arch rings in two orders and are without ribs. The 3 triangular cut-waters on each face rise 

to form refuges. The central arches span 31 feet and the carriageway is almost 18 feet wide, large for its epoch. 

There are two older bridges over the River Wear in Durham city, Elvet Bridge, and Framlingham Bridge, and 

another a little further north, misleadingly called Chester New Bridge, as it dates to the 15th century; together 

they make up an exceptional group of medieval bridges, but they are not on the route, so I shall return to the 

bypassing A1(M), without commenting further on them. I refer anyone who wants more information to my 

website, https://historicbridgesofbritain.com/. 

ééééééééééééé. 

I shall not detour through Durham in this 

account, but the towers of Durham 

cathedral, are visible from the west, at 

various points along the A1(M), so I have all 

the excuse that I need to say something 

about an iconic building. Durham 

Cathedral/Priory is beside Durham Castle, 

for long, the residence of the bishops, on a 

high bluff overlooking the River Wear, and it 

dominates the city. A Saxon collegiate 

church was built on the site in the 990s, and 

received the remains of St. Cuthbert in 995, and those of the Venerable Bede in 1022. In 1083 a Benedictine 

community of monks replaced the secular canons, and a few years afterwards the construction of the present 

cathedral, shown in the photograph, and the monastic buildings began. The main part was completed by 1141, 

though the towers appeared in the 13
th 

century. The priory was suppressed in 1539, but in 1541 it was re-

http://www.lostheritage.org.uk/index.html
https://historicbridgesofbritain.com/
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founded as a cathedral with a dean and chapter of 12 canons, drawn from the existing religious community. The 

church sustained some damage in the later 16
th 

century, and in the 17
th 

century, when at one point, it was used 

by Cromwellôs regime as a prison. The cavernous interior is certainly atmospheric, even for one with no 

semblance of religious faith, and the exterior, viewed from almost every angle, is one of the most memorable 

sights in the country; after 30 years, I still strained to catch a glimpse, each time I passed up the A1(M) in 

daylight. 

A few miles further along the A1(M), the 

movement of eyes left, brings into the view, 

the 158 foot high spire of another historic 

church. Some words about it later, but first I 

show a photograph of an old coaching inn in 

the town. The Queenôs Head dates from 

about 1616, but has an 18th century façade. 

A former coaching house on the Great North 

Road, ten coaches a day once set off from 

here; some were mail coaches tracking 

along the Great North Road. There must 

have been stables capable of housing at 

least a hundred horses, and premises for smiths and leather-workers, as well as the accommodation for 

travellers.  

Chester-le-Street Collegiate Church of St. 

Mary and St. Cuthbert, shown in the 

photograph, began life as a cathedral in the 

midst of the remains of the Roman Fort of 

Concangis, in 883, when monks from 

Lindisfarne arrived with St. Cuthbertôs body. 

When their successors moved on to Durham 

in 995, the church, originally wooden but by 

then of stone, was downgraded to serving its 

parish. In 1286, a college of a dean and 7 

prebendaries was established by the fighting 

Bishop Anthony Bek of Durham, who took a 

prominent part in the 1st War of Scottish 

Independence; the college functioned until it 

was suppressed in 1547 and reverted again 

to parish status. Most of the present church 

dates to the 13th and 14th centuries, and it is 

built of sandstone ashlar blocks. There are 

remains of a cell occupied by an anchorite, a 

holy man, supposedly locked away from others, including priests, though all was not always what it seemed to 
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be. Chester-le-Street is now a town with 25000 inhabitants, rather in the shadows of Durham and Newcastle-

upon-Tyne, but with two castles in its environs, there is much of interest in and around the town. Nearby, on the 

banks of the River Wear, was the legendary haunt of the Lambton Worm, a dragon/serpent of sorts, which 

terrorised the surrounding area. It was killed by a knightly scion of a local lordly family, who wore a suit of armour 

festooned with razor blades to do the deed. The intellectually challenged Worm wrapped itself around the knight, 

to squeeze him to death, as was its habit, cutting itself to pieces in the process. There are other embellishments 

to the tale, but they do not really add any credibility. 

Continuing northwards on the A1(M), 

through country once densely populated by 

coal mines, we are approaching a location 

now dominated by Anthony Gormleyôs 

massive metal statue, the Angel of the North. 

It was erected in 1998, and is 66 feet high 

with a wing-span of 190 feet, similar to that 

of a passenger air-liner. I suppose it has 

grown on people; I did not think much of it, 

when it first appeared, but now I would miss 

it, if it disappeared. Seen from the 

surrounding roads, the statue is certainly distinctive, but it is only when parked beside it, that its size is apparent. 

In the 1970s, a choice had to be made here; either one could continue along the A1 through Gateshead, and 

Newcastle-upon-Tyne, or one could bear right and head for the Tyne Tunnel, opened in 1967. I almost never 

took the latter option, not because I grudged paying the toll, but because queues built up at the entrance, which 

could mean a delay of half an hour or more. Finally, in 2011, a second tunnel opened making the crossing 

effectively a dual carriageway, so reducing the delays, though it did not eliminate them. Another possible route, 

starting from beside the Angel of the North, opened in 1990, the Newcastle Western Bypass, which crossed the 

River Tyne on Blaydon Bridge, and comprised a mix of two and three lane carriageways. That became my 

preferred route, but delays were still frequent, in part because the road gave access to the Metrocentre, which 

opened in 1986, and has over 250 retail outlets, visited daily by thousands, using the extensive free car parks. 

Together with normal rush-hour traffic, the exodus of cars filled with surfeited shoppers, made the route one to 

avoid between 4.00 PM and 6.00 PM, especially in the run-up to Christmas. 

It was difficult to say very much that was favourable about Gateshead, in the 1970s; the impression was of run-

down industry, rows of terraced houses, an inadequate town centre from which, the life had been sucked, by its 

neighbour across the River Tyne. In other words, it was a place to be got through quickly, but the bottle-neck 

created by the bridges over the River Tyne, sometimes made that impossible. Things have changed for the 

better, at least at the riverside, where Gateshead Quays houses the cultural centre, including the futuristic 

building, the Gateshead Sage shown, and the modernistic Millennium Bridge over the River Tyne. There is also 

the aforementioned Metrocentre, though its presence must limit any town centre development. In truth, away 

from the river, little seems to have changed, the housing is down-market served by uninspiring local shops; 

Gateshead has a population of 120000, but remains a collection of feeder settlements for its neighbour, rather 

than a large town in its own right. One last illustration, no-one ever talks of the main bridges over the River Tyne 
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as óNewcastle/Gatesheadô bridges, they are Newcastleôs bridges. The crossing point was 46 miles from my 

starting point, and to reach it in an hour and a half on a Friday evening was good progress, but by then, usually 

at around 6.30 PM, traffic was beginning to ease. 

For a few years, friends of mine lived in the Bensham district of Gateshead, and I stopped sometimes to visit 

them, trying not to get lost, in amongst the aforementioned rows of terrace houses. The streets around there 

were sometimes thronged with people, the men obviously Jewish, bearded, and wearing yarmulkes (skull caps); 

the explanation is that one of the largest Orthodox (Haredi) Jewish communities in the United Kingdom resides 

in Gateshead. They moved there in the 19th century from Newcastle-upon-Tyne, splitting from the community 

there, which they regarded as too lenient in its observances. There are a number of educational institutes, 

including a Talmudical College, which attracts students from across the world, and the community is probably 

a few thousand strong. 

My crossing was usually by the Tyne Bridge, 

of which more later, but I shall digress to say 

something of Old Tyne Bridge, which in 

medieval times stood, just upstream. A 

Roman bridge, a wooden structure on stone 

piers, had probably crossed at the same 

point and these piers may have been utilised 

in a late 11th century wooden bridge, and the 

later stone-built Old Tyne Bridge. The 

erection of the latter was funded by 

Newcastle Corporation and the then Bishop 

of Durham, after fire destroyed its wooden 

predecessor in 1248. It was 617 feet long 

and comprised 12 Gothic (pointed) arches, 3 

of which were over land; spans were non-

uniform but the largest in the centre of the 

river may have been of c33 feet separated 

by piers of breadth 18 feet, resting on and 

protected by starlings. The bridge carried 21 

houses which were jettied out over 

cutwaters, and two gatehouses, a prison and 

a chapel; until 1713, there was a drawbridge which allowed crossing to be denied. Information about the bridge 

width is scanty, but old prints suggest there was only 10 feet between the houses, though it may have been 

wider elsewhere. The upper photograph, posted by a Mr. Ellwood, shows a surviving land arch in a basement, 

spanning 21 feet (another is said to be under the present-day swing bridge); it is of Gothic form with 5 chamfered 

ribs, a pattern also seen on prints like that shown, along with triple, chamfered arch rings in 3 orders. On 6th 

November 1771, 3 arches were washed away by a flood, which broke all but one of the bridges along the River 

Tyne. The surviving river arches formed part of a temporary replacement, but were demolished, when a new 


