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Stephenson’s
forgotten bridge
Debbie Dance, director
of the Oxford
Preservation Trust,
outlines the trust’s plans
for the renovation of a
unique part of Oxford’s
industrial heritage

T

hink of Oxford and ‘industrial’
may not be the first adjective
that springs to mind — perhaps
Lord Nuffield and the car
industry or the Lucy ironworks,
but not an Oxford with a role in the
development of industrial Britain,

Walk into the city from the west via Port
Meadow and it is the river which serves as a
guide to the route into the city, itself at the
heart of Oxford’s earliest transportation history.
Go as far as the railway and the man-made
Sheepwash channel connects the Thames to
the Oxford Canal.
Passing under the main railway bridge look
to the left and there lies a heap of rusting metal
railway salvage sandwiched between the
railway line and the modern housing
development at Rewley Park, the remains of
the former LMS Swing Bridge.
With its turntable sitting awkwardly in an
open position, protruding slightly out over the
channel and its bed providing a resting place
for a few misplaced railway sleepers, this
ingenious mechanical structure, dating from

1851, and designed by Robert Stephenson, the
man behind the Rocket, one of the first steam
locomotives, has seen better days.
When the swing bridge was built, the
waterways in Oxford were busy thoroughfares,
used by narrowboats and river barges full of
freight.
The bridge was designed so it could be
opened by railwaymen to let boats pass — or
shut to let the trains cross.
In the Victorian period, railways were
developing fast. The great engineering giants of
their day, Stephenson, Brunel, Locke, Vignoles
and others, were to change the landscape of
Britain forever with tunnels, embankments and
viaducts. It seemed no natural barrier was too
great for them to conquer.
Railways reached Oxford in the second half
of the 19th century. The city’s location in the
middle of the country placed it centre stage in
a battle for railway dominance between
London Birmingham Railway’s (LBR) standard
gauge line, which crossed the swing bridge,
and the Great Western Railway’s (GWR) broad
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Neglected — the swing
bridge today. Below, the
capstan
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gauge line. LBR fought to block the GWR
expansion leading in 1847 to its amalgamation
with a number of other railway companies
across the country to form the London & North
Western Railway (LNWR), the largest railway
company in Britain and the largest joint stock
company in the world.
Brunel, with his broad gauge line continued
but remained a completely separate business
— and eventually ceased trading in 1892.
LNWR amalgamated into the London
Midlands & Scottish Railway (LMS) in 1922
becoming the London Midland region
of British Railways on nationalisation
in 1948.
The battle between the rivals meant that
there were two stations in Oxford, and many
local residents will remember the Rewley Road
Station, which once linked to the LMS swing
bridge. Here most of Oxford’s coal used to
arrive, ready to be distributed by local coal
merchants.
The station, which was removed in 1999 to
make way for Frideswide Square and the Said
Business School, was re-erected at the
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Buckinghamshire Railway Museum at
Quainton, near Aylesbury.
The architects, Fox and Henderson designed
the Rewley Road Station along the same lines
as their greatest achievement, the Crystal
Palace, built for the Great Exhibition
in 1851.
With the station now removed, the swing
bridge is the last physical reminder of Oxford’s
railway heritage.
In a city with more than 1,600 listed
buildings and 16 conservation areas, all aimed
at protecting our heritage, it seems odd that a
structure like the LMS swing bridge has been
overlooked.
Perhaps the beauty of Matthew Arnold’s
dreaming spires, the architecture of Wren,
Hawksmoor and Butterfield, to name but a few,
are just so important that elements of
‘industrial’ heritage have passed silently under
the radar.
Today the significance of the LMS swing
bridge is recognised at a national level. It is a
Scheduled Ancient Monument, and appears on
the English Heritage ‘Buildings at Risk’ register,
which, in 2012, plans to highlight industrial
buildings at risk.
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LMS Swing Bridge
timeline
1850 — Swing bridge designed by
Robert Stephenson’s engineers
1851 — Swing bridge opened for
public passenger services
1890 — An increase in train weights
and the availability of cheaply
produced steel led to the bridge’s
reconstruction in steel. The original
1851 turntable, bearings and
abutment bases were retained.
1920-30 — Further minor
modifications made to the bridge
1951 — Passenger services cease to
use Rewley Road Station
1985 — All track, rodding gantry,
gates and fittings removed and
bridge abandoned and locked in the
open position.

 Find out how to join the Oxford Preservation
Trust by visiting the website:
www.oxfordpreservation.org.uk

Designer of the
swing bridge,
Robert Stephenson

It is one of only eight designated swing
bridges in England, and is thought to be the
last large hand-operated swing bridge to be
constructed, after which hydraulic power was
used.
Oxford Preservation Trust with its successful
track record of saving, conserving and raising
awareness of Oxford’s heritage, whether on a
grand scale with Oxford Castle, the restoration
of railings in north Oxford, or encouraging
wider access to heritage through its scheme,
Oxford Open Doors, has the LMS swing bridge
in its sights.
OPT has been working with the site owners
Network Rail, English Heritage, the Railway
Heritage Trust, Chiltern Railways, and other
partners, to put together a project to repair,
consolidate and interpret the structure
alongside any works that may take place on the
high speed link to Marylebone that is currently
under discussion.
So the swing bridge may sit forlorn and
unloved today, but come back in a few years
and it will be returned to its full glory, a fitting
testament to the role it played in the life and
development of our city, and unlocking the
LE
many stories human stories it has to tell.

The Rewley Road London and North Western Station in its heyday — now the site is
occupied by the Said Business School
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