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Temporary girders and protective measures had just been put in place, when the bridge 

was struck again, this time by the lighters “Ruby” and “Turquoise”. The tugs towed six 

lighters two abreast, and navigation upstream against the tide was particularly difficult.   

In July 1907, the lighter “Spurn” belonging to Associated Portland Cement collided with 

Rochester Bridge again, damaging one of the girders.  

 

The Wardens concluded that the headway under the whole of the main span needed to 

be at least 21 feet above the high spring tide.  Three alternative plans were 

commissioned from Sir John Wolfe Barry and Partners who had designed Tower Bridge.  

These plans increased headway marginally to 23 feet in the middle of the central arch by 

changing to shallower wrought iron ribs but kept the arch form so there would still only 

be 6ft of clearance next to the piers.  The cost would have been £35,000, and the 

Wardens concluded that the benefits were insufficient. 

 

The Trust’s retained bridge engineer, John Robson, came up with a range of alternative 

designs.  Mrs Threader used a special model of Rochester Bridge, which had been 

designed by one of the Trust’s current bridge engineers, William Day FICE and built for 

this purpose, to explain the principles of the different options.  First, Robson suggested 

raising the height of the piers and constructing a new, higher arch just for the central 

span. Although he proposed filling the hollow piers with steel reinforced concrete, Mrs 

Threader explained that it would have been very difficult to achieve sufficient counter-

thrust to give the bridge the necessary stability.  A three-arched alternative was also 

doubtful in structural engineering terms, as it would have become unstable under 

asymmetric loading. 

 

By June 1908, Robson had refined his design and produced a plan to change the bridge 

from an arch form to a truss bridge.  He described his trusses as “hog-backed” trusses 

although the usual engineering terminology is “bowstring trusses”. 

 

 
 

Cast iron arches formed an arc over the deck of a bridge and were held together by 

wrought iron tension members stretched across the bottom of the arch like the string of 

an archer’s bow.  Bowstring truss bridges are sometimes known as Whipple Bridges, 
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completed at the end of April 1914 and formally opened to traffic by Lady Darnley on 

14th May 1914 (for details of the opening ceremony, see the account “I declare this 

bridge open!”). 

 

Mrs Threader summarised how the bridge has changed since its completion in 1914. 

o The gas lighting was changed to electricity in the 1950s; 

o The cross girders were changed from lattice trusses to closed beams.   

o The bridge has been painted many times, the last occasion being in 2006 when 

nearly all of the super-structure above the deck was taken back to bare metal. 

o The Island Pier was reinforced with concrete in the 1950s to improve stability. 

 

Today, the Old Bridge is in remarkably good condition considering that the piers and 

abutments are 158 years old and the rest is celebrating its 100th birthday.  This is the 

case because the bridge has been carefully and properly maintained by the Trust and 

any problems are dealt with when they arise.  Mrs Threader explained that it would be 

necessary to carry out some works later in 2014.  The Trust would be working closely 

with the contractor to minimise disruption to the public.  The works would include: 

o Strengthening the footways on the Old Ships’ Passage to rectify a design problem 

but also to repair water and pigeon damage; 

o Waterproofing of the deck, replacement of failed expansion joints and 

resurfacing; 

o Repairs to the masonry and some corroded steelwork beneath the deck; 

o Replacement of the electrical systems which have reached the end of their life; 

o Restoration and renovation of all the street lighting.  Original light fittings will be 

upgraded with modern luminaires to give a much better standard of lighting; 

o Installation of permanent coloured enhancement lighting to replace unreliable and 

expensive Christmas lights. 


