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The first bridge at Rochester was built by the Romans soon after the invasion of 43 AD. During the early Middle Ages, the 
parishes, manors, and estates surrounding Rochester shared the responsibility by ancient custom for repairing and maintaining 
the bridge.  In 1381, the River Medway froze solid, and when the ice melted in February, the combined pressure of flood waters 
and ice carried away “the great part of the bridge.” A new stone bridge was built between 1387 and 1391 by Sir Robert Knolles 
and Sir John de Cobham, the founders and benefactors of  the Rochester Bridge Trust, which was established by Richard II in 
1399 to maintain the bridge. The medieval bridge remained in use for centuries, until the cost of maintenance and the increased 
road and river traffic led to its eventual replacement in 1856 by an elegant cast iron structure designed by Sir William Cubitt.



As the new Victorian bridge neared completion, the Wardens and       
Assistants began to plan for the demolition of the old  medieval bridge that 
had crossed the river for over 465 years. The heavy stone arches and stone 
piers of the medieval bridge rested on huge protective platforms called 
starlings, consisting of hundreds of piles driven into the riverbed, packed with 
chalk, and covered with elm planking. Particularly at low tide the massive 
structure of the medieval starlings and stonework severely restricted river 
traffic in contrast to the graceful, open structure of the new cast iron bridge.  

On 4 April 1856 the Court of  Wardens and Assistants appointed a 
Special Committee to oversee plans for removal of the old bridge and 
ordered the Bridge Engineer, Sir William Cubitt, to prepare “a Scheme for 
taking down and removing the present Bridge and its Foundations and 
abutments And for the removing of all local impediments in the bed of the 
River caused by that Bridge to the Navigation of the River Together also with 
a plan for embanking the River on the Rochester side.” On 7 May 1856 
Cubitt proposed using the materials of the old bridge to form an Esplanade 
on the Rochester side with “a parapet formed of the balustrades of the Old 
Bridge, thus preserving one of its most familiar features to the Town.”  Cubitt 
also proposed to remove first the parts of the old bridge directly opposite the 
two side spans of the new bridge, so “that vessels may take either side in 
passing up or down the river whilst the Centre arch is being taken away.”  
Concluding his report with a comment that soon proved to be a great 
miscalculation, Cubitt added, “I do not apprehend any great difficulty that any 
experienced Contractor may not easily overcome in the removal of the Old 
Bridge or the Starlings.” 

On 12 June 1856 the Special Committee approved the advertisement for 
tenders to be received by 24 July 1856 for removal of the old bridge and  
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ordered that it be printed in various newspapers, along with a notice 
concerning the expected increase in the tidal reach of the Medway after the 
beginning of demolition on 1 August 1856. 

By 24 July, however, no tenders had been received. Sir William Cubitt was 
ordered to “endeavour to make private arrangements, subject to the approval 
of the Court, for carrying out the work in question; or, failing this, select the 
parties to whom such Plans Drawing & Specifications shall be Submitted in 
order that their respective Terms for undertaking and accomplishing the works 
may be ascertained for consideration at an adjourned Court.” 

On 13 August 1856, at a Special Meeting of the Wardens and Assistants 
held at the Bridge Chamber before the opening ceremony for the new bridge, 
the Court passed the following orders: 

“Ordered that the Bridge and its Approaches and Stairs thereto be and 
the same are this day and from henceforth for ever opened and 
dedicated to and for the free passage and thoroughfare of all Her 
Majesty’s Subjects and all others entitled to pass over and along the 
Highways of the Realm. 
And ordered that the ancient Bridge be henceforth closed and debarred 
from and against all public Traffic and Thoroughfare.” 

Then, accompanied by a Royal Marine band and the mayors and aldermen of 
Rochester and Maidstone, the Wardens and Assistants processed across the 
old bridge, along the Strood Esplanade, and back to the centre of the new 
bridge. The Victorian cast iron bridge was officially declared open to the public 
and the medieval stone bridge declared closed.  The momentous day for 
Rochester concluded with a public dinner in the Corn Exchange and a 
firework display from the old bridge in the evening—in retrospect just a trailer 
for the more spectacular fireworks to come.  



During September and October 1856, as an experiment to 
ascertain the cost of removing the bridge, workmen under the 
supervision of Resident Engineer, John Wright, erected 
wooden staging under the second and third arches from the 
Strood side and removed the masonry of the two arches and 
the intervening pier to a height of eight feet above the 
starling. Reporting to the Court in November, Sir William 
Cubitt estimated that, when the remainder of the pier and the 
starling had been dismantled, about one-seventh of the  
bridge would have been removed. Expenditure so far had 
amounted to £500, but most of the first pier and starling still 
blocked the river.  

Cubitt also reported that work on the pier had been 
suspended and that the workmen were currently employed in 
excavating the foundations for the esplanade because an 
unexpected offer of help had come from the Royal Engineers: 
“The cause of the Suspension of the removal of the old 
Bridge Pier & Starling arises from an application made by the 
Officer commanding the Royal Engineers at Chatham to be 
allowed to try some experiments under Water in the removal 
of the Foundations of this Pier & Starling; - this was forwarded 
to me by Mr. Wright, - and as it would both forward our Work 
at their expense and enable us to oblige the Commanding 
Engineer, (Colonel Sandham) in giving him facilities for 
performing some Important Experiments, I had no hesitation 
in complying with his request, and also allowing the Royal 
Engineers to extend their operations in any further 
experiments they might wish to make on the remaining Arch 
and Pier on the Strood side of those already removed.” 

After two months of preparations, on 10 January 1857 
Colonel Sandham sent to the Bridge Clerk a memo describing 
the explosions that would take place on 13 January and 15 
January: 

“The six charges in the isolated pier to be fired on 
Tuesday the 13th Instant at ½ past 2 consist of four 
of 60 lbs of gunpowder and two of 30 lbs each; they 
will be fired simultaneously by the Voltaic Battery. 
On Thursday the 15th Instant after the Blasts in the 
Key Stones of the Arch shall have been fired, the 
two charges in the pier, each of 250 lbs will be 
exploded, and then after a short interval of time, the 
two in the abutments each of 150 lbs. 
Captain Schaw, Royal Engineers, who has 
conducted the whole of the mining operations and 
Captain Cumberland who has made the 
arrangements for firing by the Voltaic Battery, will 
fire each set of Mines at the sound of the Bugle “to 
fire” after the sound of “the Preparative” has been 
given as a warning. 
The wires will be led from the charges to the Voltaic 
Battery which will be placed in the Office of Mr. 
Wright the Engineer of the Bridge Works, to whom I 
take this opportunity of publicly offering my best 
thanks for his ready concurrence in the whole of the 
proceedings, and for the valuable assistance he has 
invariably rendered during the progress of the 
operations.” 



   



  



 



On 24 January 1857 the Illustrated Times described the 
explosions in vivid pictures and prose: 
 

DESTRUCTION OF OLD ROCHESTER BRIDGE. 
 
Old Rochester Bridge, which, erected in the reign of King John, 
spanned the Medway for above 400 years, has at length fallen; 
not, however, by time, but by “villainous saltpetre.” The pier, a 
solid mass of masonry 45 feet long, 21 feet in depth, and 13 in 
width, was first mined; 300 lbs. of powder were fired, and the 
huge blocks of masonry were by this small quantity so shaken 
from their position as to be easily removable.  The pier was built 
on piles driven into the bed of the river, and it is evident that the 
force of the gunpowder has had a great an effect in loosening 
the foundations as upon the superstructure.  This was as much 
the object of the engineers as to loosen the constituents of the 
pier, so that the materials might be readily detached without 
filling up the bed of the river—a result which was most 
successfully accomplished. 

On Thursday week another and a larger portion of the bridge 
was destroyed.  It consisted of the pier and abutment on which 
the large arch on the Strood side rested, and was calculated to 
contain several thousand tons of masonry.  The weight of 
powder used in the explosions was nearly 1,000 lbs., and was 
divided into six charges, as in the previous experiments.  Since 
November last the Sappers and Miners have been engaged in 
sinking two shafts in this portion of the bridge, which were 
excavated to the respective depths of twenty-four and twenty-
one feet; one shaft having been sunk in the pier, and the other 
in the abutment.  At the base of each shaft sprang two galleries, 

each nine feet in length, and in these were deposited the 
charges of powder.  They were contained in tin waterproof 
cases, which were enclosed in wooden boxes; 500 lbs. being 
required for blowing up the pier and arch, and 300 lbs. in 
destroying the abutment.  The keystones of the arch were 
removed by smaller blasts.  The Engineer troops deposited the 
charges on Thursday morning, when the operation of “tamping” 
was proceeded with, and the whole of the approaches to the 
galleries carefully stopped up.  As soon as the arrangements 
had been completed, Colonel Sandham ordered the bugle to be 
sounded, as a warning to those present to remove out of 
danger, and immediately afterwards the bugler sounded “to fire.” 
The charges in the arch were first exploded, followed by those 
in the pier.  The effect was very striking, the ground for some 
distance reverberating as if from the effects of an earthquake, 
while the pier crumbled in pieces and disappeared.  The 
charges in the galleries on the pier abutment were afterwards 
fired, and that portion of the bridge was also destroyed.  The 
large arch of the bridge was blown into the river, and the 
abutment on the Strood side entirely removed.  Nearly one-half 
of the bridge was thus destroyed, and the remaining portion will 
be demolished as speedily as possible.  

Notwithstanding a very heavy rain, an immense number of 
persons were present to witness the operations, and the troops 
of the royal Engineers and the provisional battalion were drawn 
up on the bank of the river and on the new iron bridge.  The 
operations were also honoured by the presence of General Sir 
Charles W. Pasley, K.C.B., General Sir Harry D. Jones, K.C.B., 
General T. Blanshard, C.B., General P. Yule, Royal Engineers, 
and a large number of officers. 



On 16 January, following the successful experiment, the 
Bridge Clerk, George Essell, wrote to Colonel Sandham: 

 
“Sir, 

The Resident Engineer of the Bridge Wardens having 
reported to them the very satisfactory accomplishment by the 
Corps of Royal Engineers under your command of the 
experiments proposed and undertaken towards the demolition 
of the Abutment, Arch and Pier of the Old Bridge next to 
Strood and the Pier and Starling between the Second and 
Third Arches at that end, I am instructed by the Wardens to 
convey to you their acknowledgments of the efficient aid 
thereby afforded to them and the Assistants of the Bridge 
Corporation in carrying out the Works entrusted to them by the 
Legislature. 

I am also instructed to request you will have the goodness 
to acquaint me for the information of the Wardens and 
Assistants if it is desirable, or not inconsistent with the 
exigencies of Her Majesty’s Service, that the Royal Engineers 
should continue and extend their Works and Experiments 
towards the displacement and demolition of the remaining 
portions of the Fabric; &, if so, to what extent & what would be 
the probable time occupied by the operation of the Royal 
Corps. 

And further in case the aid of the Corps in such 
experiments can be afforded, whether it can be carried into 
effect in co-operation with a Contractor for taking down the 
Superstructure of the old Bridge. 

I have the honor to be, 
Sir 

Your faithful obedient Servant, 
George Essell” 

On 17 January Colonel Sandham, Royal Engineers, 
Chatham Garrison, replied: 
“Sir, 

In acknowledging the receipt of your letter of yesterday 
conveying the thanks of the Wardens of Rochester Bridge for the 
assistance afforded by the Royal Engineers in furtherance of the 
removal of Old Rochester Bridge, I have to request you will 
assure them of the satisfaction every one of the Corps employed 
have evinced at the receiving those expressions, and I beg you 
will inform them that I shall immediately make known to the higher 
authorities, their request that the Corps may be permitted to 
continue their mining operations upon the remaining portion of the 
Bridge, having received the decision of the higher authorities, I 
will reply more fully to the questions contained in your letter. 

I have the honor to be, 
Sir, 

Your obedient Servant, 
H. Sandham 

Col. Royal Engineers  
Director” 

 
While waiting for Colonel Sandham’s reply, the Bridge 

Clerk also wrote on 10 February 1857 to The Secretary of 
the Admiralty with a proposal: 

“A portion of the Stone fit for masonry and also of the 
Chalk, Earth and rougher materials of the Old Bridge have 
been expressly reserved and devoted to the construction 
of a River Wall and Esplanade on the Rochester side of 
the River, but there will remain a very large portion to be 
disposed of to purchasers or otherwise . . . Under the 
above circumstances the Bridge Wardens and Assistants  



 

are desirous of ascertaining whether My Lords are of 
opinion that it might be beneficial to Her Majesty’s Service 
if an arrangement could be entered into between their 
Lordships and the Bridge Corporation for the demolition 
of the now remaining portion of the Bridge and the 
removal of so much of the materials as would not be 
required for the River Wall and Esplanade in such 
manner as may be mutually advantageous to all parties.” 
On 9 March 1857 the Lords Commissioners of the 

Admiralty agreed to dispose of the surplus stone on the 
following conditions: 

1. “Stages to be erected on the Starlings of the Bridge 
for receiving the Stone, by and at the expense of 
the Bridge Wardens. 

2. The Stone to be deposited on the Stages in masses 
convenient for loading into Barges, also by and at 
the expense of the Wardens. 

3. The Stones to be taken from the Stages by and at 
the expense of the Admiralty.” 

All the players were then in place for the remaining 
demolition to begin. The Wardens and Assistants were 
authorised by Statute to remove the medieval bridge and “to 
erect and construct and Embankment or Esplanade or 
Terrace for the benefit of the Public.” Her Majesty’s Corps of 
Royal Engineers had “permitted and ordered the Sappers of 
the said Corps to give their aid according to Military art in 
blasting the Piers and otherwise demolishing and displacing 
the materials of the said ancient structure.” The Lords 
Commissioners of the Admiralty had agreed “to have and  



dispose of so much of the materials of the said old bridge as 
shall not be required for the construction of such 
Embankment or Esplanade.” And Messrs Foord & Sons had 
undertaken “to perform the several works required in the 
demolition and removal of the ancient Bridge with its 
starlings and foundations in cooperation with the Officers 
and Sappers of the said Engineer Corps and with the 
Officers workmen mariners labourers and others to be 
employed under the orders of the said Lords 
Commissioners.” On 27 May 1857 the Wardens and 
Assistants and Messrs Foord & Sons signed a Contract for 
the demolition and removal of the ancient bridge and 
construction of an esplanade at the cost of £8,500, and the 
work finally began. 

By 23 January 1858 the Resident Engineer, John 
Wright, certified that one-fourth of the contract had been 
completed, and on 16 April 1858 Sir William Cubitt reported 
to the Court  that “there is the most part of the Center, and 
the Arch on either side of it standing; the whole of the 
remaining portions of the Bridge are demolished and taken 
away to the level of the Starlings, of which a small portion 
only is removed . . . The passage made by the experimental 
removal of the two side Arches and the pier between them 
was opened for the navigation of the river, and the Center 
Arch closed, on the first of February.” On 1 May 1858 
Wright certified that one-half of the contract had been 
completed, and on 14 June 1858 Colonel Sandham 
announced that the demolition of the last two remaining 
arches was scheduled for 17 June 1858. 

.  



Demolition and removal of the starlings, however, dragged on 
for years. In April 1859 Resident Engineer John Wright reported 
to the Court that the superstructure of the Bridge had been 
removed, the Esplanade had been completed, but that most of 
the starlings still remained: “There is no doubt that the Contractor 
has had to contend with many difficulties and delays not of his 
own, for instance the time occupied by the City in deciding the 
course they would adopt as regards the continuation of the 
Esplanade caused great loss of time and great inconvenience it 
being impossible to remove and take away the stone that might 
be required in the event of that work proceeding, by which many 
of the Starlings were encumbered by a large amount of Stone 
that might have been removed nearly six months before and the 
removal of the Piles and timber work thereby much impeded, and 
the building of the Bridge Esplanade greatly hindered also. The 
work is one of great uncertainty as regards rate of progress 
depending as it does entirely on the state of the tide which 
frequently for days prevents any work being done, and never for 
more than a few hours at the most favourable times.”  

On 7 June 1859 Colonel Sandham reported that demolition 
operations had been completed and that 2459 pounds of 
gunpowder had been expended, which at 6d. per pound came to 
a total expenditure for the Wardens and Assistants of  £64 11s. 
Finally, in October 1864 John Wright reported to the Court that 
the last of the medieval piles had been removed from the 
riverbed, leaving the waterway unobstructed for river traffic, 
thanks in great part to the explosive work of Colonel Sandham 
and the Royal Engineers. 

 





 
 
 
 

 
 
 

On 17 June 2008, the Rochester Bridge Trust held a reception at the 
Bridge Chamber to commemorate the 150th anniversary of the Royal 
Engineers’ demolition of the last two arches of the medieval bridge on 17 
June 1858 and to mark the Trust’s recent grant to the Royal Engineers 
Museum Foundation toward a new exhibition of bridge engineering and the 
Trust’s sponsorship of the new Bridge Wardens’ Readership in Bridge and 
Tunnel Engineering at the University of Greenwich. The Wardens and 
Assistants of Rochester Bridge are proud to celebrate both their past and 
their future contributions to engineering excellence in Kent. 


