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THE BUILDING OF PENNY BRIDGE, CATON 

Earlier this year Andy Crossley of Homby showed the author a bundle of old papers, 
originally owned by Daisy Hodgson, in whose family they had descended. They all 
related in one way or another to Caton and included some very early deeds for land in 
Moorside. However, a very interesting group related to the building of Penny Bridge 
over the Lune near Caton in 1806, and its replacement after structural damage in 
1880. These are not the only papers surviving which relate to the bridge. The 
Lancashire Record Office (LRO) has further papers in the Gaisford of Gresgarth 
deposit (LRO DDGa), and in the Gibson papers preserved among the Garnett of 
Quemmore Park deposit (LRO DDQ), as well as Paley and Austin's 1880 plans (LRO 
MBV:acc.5497). However, this new group tells the story of the bridge well and 
deserves to be recorded. It probably represents the typical holding of a shareholder in 
the bridge. 

Until 1806, the only bridges over the lower Lune were at Lancaster, Loyn Bridge at 
Homby, and Devil's Bridge at Kirkby Lonsdale (Yates 1786). Of course, there were 
also several fords and ferries, now long discontinued, such as the ford and ferry which 
connected Arkho lme and Melling, or the ancient Priestwath below Lancaster, but the 
inconvenience resulting from so few crossings, many of them also unusable when the 
river ran high, can only be imagined. 

When a new bridge was envisaged, crossing the Lune at Caton. it is not surprising that 
it was an entirely private affair, designed to cover its costs by charging a toll. After 
all, what is now local government hardly existed before the 1830s~ and even then its 
budget was small, and its imagination even smaller. The penny toll charged upon 
pedestrians gave its name to the bridge. 

The papers tell their own story, but they only start at the point where a committee to 
build a bridge had already been set up by local landowners and gentry. It is clear, 
however, that preliminary discussions had been going on since mid-1805 (see number 
5). The papers can be placed in chronological order: 

1 9 April 1806 
Resolutions by the Committee concerning Caton Bridge, chaired by Charles Gibson 
[ofQuemmore Park]. 

2 No date but originally attached to 1 
Cost of the bridge etc to be £1852. A subscription of £2000 to be raised in 100 shares 
of£20. 

3 7June1806 
Specification for the bridge, perhaps drawn up by Robert Ripley, and including an 
acceptance by John Garnett, contractor, at a price of £1460, the work to be completed 
before 31 st December next ensuing. 
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4 No date but paper watermarked 1806 
Payment to Garnett & Bell and others for work on the bridge. Contract was £1460 
plus extra work of £179.5.6. Various other items, and £63.7.10 to Robert Ripley for 
superintendence. The total sum was £2145.19.5. 

5 1June1805until13 August 1808 
Itemised bill of £77.0.9Y2 by Mason Wilson & Jenkinson, solicitors, for work done in 
relation to the bridge. On 29 October 1805, prices were agreed for stone from Mrs 
Jones' quarry. On 19 December 1806, part of the bridge gave way. Costs were 
incurred on 28 October 1807 for taking up timber at Skerton, which had washed down 
from the bridge in a flood. 

According to Dr Richard Ripley of Whitby, who was originally from Wray, the Lune 
had overflowed its banks on 5 September 1807 and 'was never so high since the year 
1 771' (Ripley nd). 

6 No date 
Manuscript list of tolls to be charged on the bridge. Ranges from carriage and six for 
2s 6d to a person on foot at 1 d. 

These six documents show how quickly work could be carried out when a decision 
had been made, and how little paperwork was bred in the process. 

Robert Ripley (1759-1831) was a stonemason of Wray, who took on the tenancy of 
Backsbottom Quarry at Wray from the Homby Castle Estates early in 1806 
(Lancaster Gazette 1806). In this case he seems to have acted as architect and 
adjudicator, the contractor being John Garnett and his partner Bell of Lancaster. 

The bridge as built was of stone, with three arches (Slack 1986, 81) not quite semi
elliptical in shape (this design may have caused settlement problems in later years). It 
had solid parapets (known as 'battlements') and no refuges for pedestrians, the 
roadway being of a uniform width throughout. As this was a new bridge in a hitherto
unused location (Fig 1 ), the committee had to build a considerable length of roadway 
from either side to link into the existing road network. On the Caton side, a road was 
built from just beyond and opposite Berry Cottages, on the south side of the main 
road, to link at right-angles with the bridge end. On the Halton side, a roadway was 
constructed running northwards up a narrow ridge overlooking the bend of the river to 
join the existing road at Halton Green (Fig 2). A toll-house, in the form of a small 
two-storey classical structure with a loggia, was constructed on the western side of the 
roadway near the Caton end of the bridge, probably with a gate attached, and it 
appears on a view of Lonsdale painted in oil by George Cuitt in the collection of 
Lancaster City Museum (Cuitt nd). This bridge survived without much incident until 
1880, ahhough a number of accidents occurred to people trying to ford the river and 
avoid the toll. These included the sad drowning of three children of the Parrington 
family in May 1818 (Lancaster Gazette 1818) on their way to a club walk in Caton, 
who tried to save the sixpence their mother had given them and paid the price in an 
altogether more permanent way. 

The next group of documents dates from 74 years later, when it became apparent that 
the bridge was giving trouble and was going to have to be replaced. The central arch 
had sagged at its western end and, perhaps because of the shallowness of the ellipse, 
was no longer providing the compression necessary to support the roadway. 
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Lancashire County Council did not yet exist, but some of the functions it later took on 
were already being carried out by a range of other officers and organisations. Those 
archaic divisions, the Hundreds, were already responsible for many of the strategic 
bridges of the county. 

Figure 1: Detail from Yates ' one-inch map of Lancashire of 1 6 shmving the Lune 
between Halton and Caton before the building of Penn Bridge and its approach road 

I 
Figure 2: 
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7 16 January 1880 
Letter from Edward G Paley, Bridge Master for South Lonsdale Hundred, concerning 
Penny Bridge. Expresses concern at the state of the bridge, especially on the arch to 
the Halton side of the river, caused by pressure or frost action and exacerbated by the 
poor design and stonework. Recommends placing centring under the arch to support 
it, and further remedial work. 

8 January 1880 
Drawing by EG Paley showing part of bridge referred to and damage to individual 
stones. Scale 8 feet to 1 inch (Fig 3). 

Figure 3: Detail of the centre arch from the drawing of the damaged 1806 Penny 
Bridge in 1880 by EG Paley, to show its then state (LRO MBV:acc.5497) 

9 January 1880 
Another, of similar origin, showing nature and position of proposed centring. Scale 8 
feet to 1 inch. 

10 7 February 1880 
Draft minutes of a meeting held by shareholders at the County Hotel, Lancaster. 
Resolved 1) to try to obtain support of County in repairs, and 2) to close the bridge 
until it had been repaired. 

11 10February1880 
Letter from Clerk to Justices to JG Edmondson Esq of Gresgarth Hall. Cites legal 
precedents to show that bridges built privately up until 1802 might be taken over by 
the county authority, but after that date not so. Recommends a personal letter from 
Edmondson to the Clerk of the Peace (effectively chief executive of the county 
authority). 
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12 21May1880 
Letter from same Clerk to A Greg Esq of Halton Park, suggesting that the 
shareholders should encourage the parishes of Halton and Caton to adopt as highway 
the roads approaching the bridge, and then ask the County to build a new bridge there. 
Outlines procedure necessary and suggests that the shareholders might sell the 
materials of the old bridge to the county. 

13 No date, but 1880 
Rough draft of leaflet by shareholders, outlining options for the bridge and the fact 
that, since the railway was built, the tolls have produced very little. Appeal for 
financial support. 

14 No date 
Printed version with modifications, issued in name of Thos G Edmondson. 

15 No date 
Another, with pencil annotations listing parish meetings to be held on the subject of 
maintenance of the roadway. 

And that was that. The new bridge was subsequently built by the County. Here, in 15 
documents, the story of the building of a private toll bridge by a group of local 
shareholders is told, together with its gradual decline, and the rebuilding by a public 
authority little more than 70 years later. A bridge in this position was certainly 
desirable, and much used, as it still is, but in that short period, costs had risen and the 
railways had arrived, changing the financial position radically. 

The new bridge, completed in 1883, was also of three arches, with its parapets 
perforated over the arches for balustrading, rather like Skerton Bridge in Lancaster. 
The contractors were Benton & Woodiwiss of Derby, and the stone came from 
quarries near Leeds, at Horsforth and Pool Bank (Slack 1986, 84). The total cost was 
£8500 and the proprietors of the old bridge received £1000 in compensation, whether 
for stone or for loss of tolls it is not clear. The latter seems most likely, given the 
Yorkshire source of most of the stone. 

On the eastern side of the bridge, at the Caton end, is a plaque reading 'This bridge 
was erected under the provisions of the "Lancashire County Justices Act 1881" at the 
expense of the Hundreds of North and South Lonsdale and opened for public traffic 
the 6th day of August 1883' (Garnett 1999, 50). 

HORNBY BRIDGE OVER THE WENNING 

In May 2010, the exceptionally low water level in the river revealed three elements of 
stonework in the river bed upstream of the present bridge over the Wenning at 
Homby. One was a group of cut ashlar stones in six courses cemented together, with 
an arris at an obtuse angle of cl20°, perhaps part of a cutwater or refuge from a 
former bridge (Fig 4, right). The second was a group of some 12 stones, cemented 
together at the edges in a flattish form, perhaps the remains of one of the arch-rings 
(Fig 4, left). The third was a mass of cemented rubble further away from the present 
bridge and close to the weir, perhaps originally part of the core of one of the piers. 
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Figure 4: View early in 2010 from the present Wenning Bridge in Hornby of the 
remains, in the upstream river-bed, of a predecessor bridge demolished in 1769 

The whole assemblage would fit in with a medieval or seventeenth-century bridge, 
which stood slightly further upstream than its successor and was demolished in situ 
when the present bridge was built, with parts which were no longer required simply 
dropped into the river. The present alignment seems to diverge from its approach 
roads as though these were originally designed for a more easterly route. Ogilby's 
plan of the road from Lancaster to York in his road book of 1675 shows and refers to 
'a stone bridg (sic) over Wenning flu' (Ogilby 1675, pl 88). 

It is known that some remedial work took place on the bridge in 1730. Documents in 
the possession of Sean Emery of Homby (personal communication) include a contract 
dated 22 June 1730 between Reginald Remington of Melling and Richard Burton of 
Eskrigg, Supervisors of the Wenning Bridge, and John Demesne, John Byram and 
Richard Sproat, all of Bentham and all masons, and Francis Glover of Wray, 
husbandman (whose role is not quite clear). The work involved the building of a new 
weir, mending of various cracks and replacing stones which had fallen from the 
battlements (parapets). This work, which cost only £7 15s, must have been in vain, as 
on 11 October 1769, Thomas Gray observed a new bridge being built: 'Came to 
Homby a little Town on the river Wenning, over wch a handsome bridge is now in 
building' (Roberts 2001, 115). 

It is very probable that, since the bridge lay on a busy road, the old bridge was left 
standing while the work was carried out on the new one, and when the work was 
finished, or nearly so, the old bridge was robbed of whatever stonework was both of 
value and could be safely removed without premature collapse, and what was left was 
simply dropped into the river bed. This process would account for the stonework 
found this year and also for the slightly odd alignment of the present bridge. The 
stonework would also indicate that the bridge was similar in appearance to the 
seventeenth-century Loyn Bridge over the Lune on the road leading to Gressingham, 
which still retains its narrow roadway and refuges. 
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Since 1769, the Wenning Bridge has been extensively widened on the downstream 
side for increasing traffic, a fact best appreciated by looking at its underside. It has 
angled cutwaters but a plain parapet on the eastern side, with masons' marks cut in the 
upper faces of the coping stones. The western side was obviously made to match the 
older parapet, but this side has no masons' marks. 
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