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The Bascule Bridge in February 2018 looking from the inner basin towards the outer, or tidal, basin.
Photograph courtesy of IWA member Mike Slade .



INTRODUCTION

This note summarises| WA visson for the future of the Grade Il listed Bascule Bridge at

Bridgwater Docks. Amongst other things, it identifies issues that will need to beaddressedin

order to restore the Bascule Bridge to full operational order and to thereby gain its rightful place

asan important heritage asset of Bridgwater. The note comprises a brief history of the Bascule

Bridge, a summary of its current status; the emerging thoughts that IWA understands Somerset

County Council (SCQ has for its refurbishment/replacement in the 2020sandIWAG6 s aspi r at i
for the future of the Bascule Bridge.

There are threeprincipal drivers behind the restoration of the BasculeBridge, as follows:

1 Somerset County Council has indicated that the Bascule Bridgei a unique public asset within
the County I may need either refurbishment or replacement in the early 2020s.
Notwithstanding the construction of Western Way/Drove Bridge acr oss the River Parrett in
1992 not far downstream of the Docks, the Bascule Bridge provides a short cut for local
drivers and is stil!l used by a fair amount of
use the route despite there being a 3tonne weight limit. The Bascule Bridge is now showing
signs of wear and tear and there are emerging concerns about its ability to continue in its
present state.

1 The Bascule Bridge is a heritage asset of considerable historical importance and is well placed
to attract visitors to Bridgwater and its Docks. IWA believes that restoring the Bascule Bridge
to full operational use, making it a key visitor attraction and operating it on occasion by
raising its two lifting spans to enable boats to pass through will pro ve an attractive
proposition to the local authorities and other organisations who have an interest in promoting
leisure, recreation and tourism in Bridgwater.

1 IWA s promoting the case forreopening the Barge Lockin order that navigation can once
again take place between the River Parrett and the Bridgwater & Taunton Canal via
Bridgwater Docks, thus creating opportunities for leisure and recreational boating.
Reconnecting the two waterways would join the 14 miles of the Bridgwater & Taunton Canal
(plus a further 0.8 miles of the River Tone Navigation in the centre of Taunton) with the River
Parrett and its tributaries the Tone, Yeo and Isle which, under appropriate conditions, are
navigable for up to 19 miles upstream of Bridgwater acrossthe Somerset Levelsto Langport,
Muchelney and beyond. Seagoing craft that are able toaccess the Barge Lock would also
have access to Bridgwater Docks



BRIEF HISTORY

Bridgwater Docks openedin 1841 In essence itcomprised an outer, or tidal, basin and an inner
basin along with warehouses and other facilities. It was operated as a floating harbour, with the
outer basin connected to the River Parrett by both a Ship Lock and a Barge Lock, which
respectively enabled sailing vessels andsmaller barges to access the Docks. There is a short link
channel between the basins, which is straddled bythe Bascule Bridge carrying Chilton Street
across theDocks. The Docks closedto shipping in 1971and subsequently becamea marina for
leisure craft. The Docks, including the Bascule Bridge, were listed in 1973.

Information about the history and operation of the Bascule Bridge is reproduced from
i Br i dg wa taadthe Rigec Ragetto published in 1983, by kind permission of the author,
IWA member Brian Murless.

fiHenry Price had suggested the use of castron swivel bridges at strategic crossings so as to allow
for the movement of shipping but the structure chosen was a castiron balance bridge (see below).
Technically known as a double-leaf bascule bridge, it functioned on the same principle as Tower
Bridge in London except that the mechanism for lifting and powering was manually operated.

The bridge was erected under the superintendence of a Mr. Grise and the road, from Bridgw ater
to Chilton Trinity, was diverted slightly to the east from its previous alignment.
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Bascule Bridge 1841, Part Elevation and Half Section. Courtesy of Brian Murless

fiDuring the closure of the docks, from May to June of 1907, the timbering of the three pairs of
lock gates was completely overhauled and repaired. The Bascule Bridge, despite its early
rebuilding in 1841 and remedial work during the 1860s and 1880s, wastoo narrow and of
insufficient strength for road traffic. A n essentially new bridge was constructedand erected by



Messrs. John Lysight Ltd., of Bristol, the cast-iron main girders being replaced by two bascules of
fabricated steel. The brick and stonework abutments were altered so that the structure was of
sufficient width for two ve hicles to pass and a cantilevered footpath was added to thavest side.
The bridge is somewhat similar in arrangement to that of a drawbridge of a medieval castle. Each
counter-balanced section pivots on a shaft tuning in brass bearings contained in bearing boxes
fitted to the abutment. The counter-weight sections or kentledgesconsist of an extension of each
main girder with attached cast-iron weights. In the lowered position each bascule is restrained by
means of anchorage steelwork situated over a pit at the rear of the abutment wall. Each bascule
can be independently raised or lowered by a manually cranked handle which moves, by means of
gearing a toothed, castiron qu adrant attached to the end of the operating shaft. When in its
open, raised position the kentledge section is lowered into water permanently collected in the
kentledge pit. More than sixty years of operation resulted in serious cracks to the quadrants, loth
of which subsequently sheared, necessitating a complete overhaul of the structure in 19820

The unique double-leaf Bascule Bridge being opened manually to allow the Sully -owned steamship Parret
passage to the inner basin in order to discharge her cargo at Bridgwater Docks in 1952.
Courtesy Rod Fitzhugh

CURRENT STATUS

Bridgwater Docks is owned by Somerset County Councilwith a substantial part thereof leased to
Canal & River Trust (formerly British Waterways) under a 21 -year lease which expires in July
2020. However, the lease does noinclude the Bascule Bridgeor the Dock Walls, although it does
include the water channel under the BasculeBridge and the floor of the channel at this point. It

is thus clear that responsibility for the Bascule Bridge lies wholly with Somerset County Council.



Today, the Bascule Bridge carries a footpath anda single-lane carriageway for traffic, with use of

the latter controlled by traf fic lights. Notwithstanding that Western Way/ Drove Bridge 1 a little

way downstream on the River Parrett from the Docks i openedin 1992, the Bascule Bridge

carries afair amount of traffic and whilst much of this compriseslocal traffic it also includes a

number of HheYhaxsnunoeight of 44 tonnes, despite thee being a 3-tonne weight

limit , although arguably not well signposted. It is believed thatitsuse by HGV6 s i s causi ng
stress to the structure of the bridge.

Small waterborne craft, for example rowing boats, canoes and kayaks, can and do pass under the
Bascule Bridge; however, craft with a larger headroom, which would require the spansto be

raised, cannot navigate between the basins at the current time.
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The BasculeBridge viewed from the outer, or tidal, basin .
Photograph courtesy of IWA member Mike Slade.

It is understood that the Bascule Bridge has not been raised for a considerable time and that the
last attempt to raise one of the spans was not particularly suaessful and resulted in the bridge
not closing perfectly. The winding mechanisms for raising the spans are now electrically
operated and appear to be intact, but whether they would work effectively is not known. The
housing covering the winding mechanisms has deteriorated and has thus exposed them to the
elements. Itis also understood that when the Bascule Bridge wadast refurbished, South
American hardwood rather than Baltic pin e was used and that this added considerably to the
weight of the bridge, thus causing additional stress on the abutments and potential issueswhen
attempting to raise the spans.



SCC H IGHWAYS
Following a conversation with SCC Highways, IWA understands that:

1 SCC is tentatively looking at undertaking some planned works on the Bascule Bridge,
probably in the period 2020 -2024;

1 Traffic surveys have recently been undertaken to identify the use that theBascule Bridge is
getting;

1 An engineering survey is dueto take place this year (2018), for which purpose the engineers
will require access toboth the water and to the inspection pits located under the roadway;

1 The Bascule Bridge can actually take vehicles of greaterweight than the stated 3-tonne limit ,
but is not designed to taket o d ehgadies goodsvehicles; and

9 Putting in safeguards to prevent wide vehicles using the bridge becomes an issue for
ambulances and fire engines, notwithstanding the existence of Drove Bridge nearby.

IWA ASPIRATIONS

Bridgwater Docks and the Bascule Bridge are recognised heritage assetwhich is reflected by

their Grade Il listing.t IWA believes that they are underused and undervalued heritage assets and
that their regeneration and restoration ¢ ould play a significant role in attracting visitors to
Bridgwater. Indeed, there is a strong argument that the Bascule Bridge is the premier heritage
asset within the Docks and that its restoration to full working order would attract not only the
general public to Bridgwater and its Docks but historians, archaeologists and waterway
enthusiasts as well.

The Inland Waterways Association has been campaigning for some time for the Barge Lock and
the Bascule Bridge to be restored to full working order, in order that boats can once again
navigate between the River Parrett and the Bridgwater & Taunton Canal. This will connect up the
two waterways and potentially create up to 34 miles of navigable waterway, in turn generating
opportunities for leisure, re creation and tourism in Bridgwater and beyond, along with the
economic benefits that these would bring. It is recognised, however, that there are constraints on
using the River Parrett, being atidal river and at times a diffi cult waterway to navigate.

TheDoc ks 6 Maredognisegs thaimportance of the Bascule Bridge and suggestthat:

1 The control panels should be cleaned and the current wooden housingshould be replaced by
toughened glass covers, which would not only permit the winding mechanisms to be viewed
but would protect them from the elements ; and

1 Asuitable interpretation board should be provided, which we assume will havethe aim of
explaining the history of the Bascule Bridge and the mechanics of its operation.

IWA fully supports these suggestions and is keen to see them undertaken as part of the planned
work by Somerset County Councl in the 2020s, if not beforehand.

1English Heritage List Entry Number 1197401. Original Listing took place in 1973
2 Bridgwater Docks6Audit and Masterplan 2018 : Clir Kathy Pearce 28 December 2017



It is acknowledged that restoration of the Bascule Bridge to full working order as a Heritage Asset
is likely to require additional funding compared with the funding required to rebuild/restore the
bridge solely for highway purposes. IWA considers that restoring the Bascule Bridge to full
working order is an opportunity not to be missed, and that it should be possible to generate a
good case for the additional funding necessary Carrying out the restoration at the same time as
the restoration/rebuilding of the Bascule Bridge for highway purposes should provide economies
of scale and thusoverall financial savings.

It is also acknowledged that operating the Bascule Bridge from time to time will delay traffic for a
short while and that the local community and emergency serviceswill need to be fully consulted
about the implications.

IWA West Country Branch
March 2018

For further information please contact:
Ray Alexander: rayalexander0l@gmail.com
Pat Robinson: mspatsy.robinson@gmail.com
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Above: Scenes from a previous refurbishment of the Bascule Bridge. Previous page: A yacht about to
pass under a single raised span, probably in the 1960s. Photographs courtesy of Robert Snelling.



