
E.5� The Significance of the Oxford SWing Bridge 

E.5.1� To recap, the Swing Bridge is: 

•� one of only two Scheduled swing bridges in England, the other being William 
Armstrong's hydraulically-powered Low Level Swing Bridge of 1876 at 
Newcastle upon Tyne. 

•� one of only eight swing bridges Listed in England at Grade 11* or as 
Scheduled Monuments (there are no Grade I Listed swing bridges). The six 
Grade 11* swing bridges are Rennie's swivel bridge at Plymouth (183); 
Brunei's large wrought iron tubular box girder swivel bridge at the 
Cumberland Basin in Bristol (1844-9) and its lengthened copy (1875-6); the 
massive railway swing bridge over the Ouse at Goole (1869), the celebrated 
Barton SWing Aqueduct over the Manchester Ship Canal (1893-6) and the 
Sutton or Cross Keys combined rail and road swing bridge in Lincolnshire 
(1897). 

E.5.2� The Scheduled Low Level Swing Bridge at Newcastle and the Grade 11* Listed 
swing bridges noted above form a true pageant of bridge-building prowess. On first 
glance it might thus be questioned as to whether the Oxford Swing Bridge deserves 
its Scheduled status, given that it is hand-operated, crosses a relatively small 
watercourse and was heavily reconstructed circa 1890. To assess its true 
significance, it is necessary to examine its technical and historic origins, its 
evolution and its current form. 

E.5.3� To recap, the Oxford Swing Bridge has been assessed as having five principal 
phases of construction: 

•� 1850·51 - cast-iron hand-operated turntable mechanism and turning gear, 
turntable pit, probable buried archaeological remains (See Fig S1) 

•� c.1890-c. 1907 - steel rotating span, cast-iron and brick approach spans, 
piers I abutments, capstan-operated 'moveable bearings', steel hand rails 
and woven steel mesh, some parts of secondary wooden over-deck 

•� c1941 - steel girders on north and mid-stream cutwater I abutments, plate 
steel locking bolts 

•� c.1960s-70s - Most of secondary timber over-deck, steel plate trimmers at 
each end of rotating span, hinged 'locking dogs', welded steel square 
opening in deck accessing turntable mechanism 

•� 1985 - replacement rails, chairs and sleepers on rotating span. 

E.5.4� Despite this multi-phased construction, the Oxford Swing Bridge may be 
considered to be significant on a number of counts. 

E.5.5� It would be regarded as being of national significance because: 
•� It is thought to be the earliest moving-element railway bridge in Britain to 

retain a significant element of its original mechanism or structure (the 
turntable and turning mechanism) (See Fig S1) 

•� It is thought to be only moving-element railway bridge in Britain to have 
been designed by the Robert Stephenson design team to retain a significant 
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part of its original mechanism or structure (the turntable and turning 
mechanism (See Fig S1)) 

•� The original bridge is thought to have been the last large hand-operated 
railway swing bridge to have been constructed, prior to the harnessing of 
hydraulic power by Brunei (for lifting) and by Armstrong (for turning). 

•� The 'moveable bearings', whilst dating to the reconstruction of c.1890, are 
thought to now be unique as BruneI's application of a hydraulic ram to raise 
and lower a swing bridge (introduced at Gloucester in 1852) made such a 
system redundant on any bridge with hydraulic power available. 

•� The bridge is thought to be the last significant hand-operated main-line 
railway swing bridge in existence in Britain. 

E.5.6� It would be regarded as being of potential regional significance because: 
•� The bridge is the only surviving moving-element bridge designed by the 

London and North Western Railway 
•� It is a memorial to the battle of railway politics that took place north of 

Oxford during the 'Railway Mania' (c. 1844-50), a period that shaped British 
railway geography for the subsequent century. 

E.5.7� It would be regarded as being of potential local significance because: 
•� It is now the last tangible reminder (in Oxford) of the fact that Oxford ever 

had two competing railway stations adjacent to one another 
•� It may be one of the earliest steel railway bridges in Oxfordshire. 

E.5.8� In terms of a hierarchy of significance: 
•� The turntable mechanism (Fig S1) and any buried or obscured 

archaeological evidence of the original Stephenson bridge would be 
regarded as being of very high technical and historical significance, most 
especially as so little documentary evidence of its original construction or 
appearance has survived. 

•� The 'moveable bearings' would also be regarded as being of high technical 
significance on account of their rarity 

•� The remainder of the c.1890 structure would be regarded as being of 
regional significance. This fabric would be regarded as more forgiving to 
intrusive restoration as the original design drawings have survived. 

E.5.9� The fabric that post-dates the 1890 reconstruction would be regarded as being of 
lesser technical or historic significance, much of it representing declining standards 
corresponding with the decline of Oxford (LNWR) station. Initially the bridge 
accessed a terminus that,through its progressive and challenging use of 'Crystal 
Palace' components sought to represent the cutting edge of progress and lure a 
newly mobile populace to travel to the Great Exhibition. The station soon settled 
into a role as the terminus of a secondary cross-country railway and the bridge was 
rebuilt to accept the heavier locomotives of the late Victorian period. Economy 
drives of the 1930s saw the management of the station transferred to rival GWR, 
leading to the ultimate transfer of passenger traffic to the adjacent station in 1951. 
After that the bridge accessed only a goods depot, and then a mere coal yard in a 
period of rapidly diminishing traffic. 

E.5.10� PPS5 defines 'Significance' as 'The value of a heritage asset to this and future 
generations because of its heritage interest'. It is stressed that the considerations 
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set out above relate purely to the relative technical or historical importance of the 
component parts of the swing bridge itself. 

E.5.11� The above considerations do not address the importance of elements of the Swing 
Bridge's 'setting', defined in PPS5 as 'The surroundings in which a heritage asset is 
experienced... Elements of a setting may make a positive or negative contribution 
to the significance of an asset, may affect the ability to appreciate that significance 
or may be neutral'. Clearly there are a number of features within the setting of the 
Swing Bridge that are highly important because they allow the observer to 
comprehend the Swing Bridge's historic context and operation. These critical 
elements within the Swing Bridge's selling are: 

•� The navigable Sheepwash Channel that both railways had to cross, 
allowing adequate headroom for navigation with fixed (GWR) or moveable 
(LNWR) spans 

•� The rival high-level GWR bridge to the west, demonstrating the presence of 
the rival railway and the 'conventional', fixed bridge configuration. Clearly 
the bridge and its abutments are designed so as to accommodate the 
operation of the adjacent Swing Bridge. 

•� The Sheepwash Channel towpath which passes so as to allow the Swing 
Bridge to opened or closed without obstruction to the towpath. This 
precisely describes the arc of rotation of the Swing Bridge and is essential 
to the comprehension of Swing Bridge's mode of operation now it is fixed in 
its 'open', position. 

•� The southern SWing Bridge approach, comprising a short section of railway 
formation and the southern approach span. This is essential to an 
understanding of how the Swing Bridge linked railway lands to the north and 
south of the Sheepwash Channel in its 'closed' position. 

•� The northern approach, comprising a short section of railway formation 
crossing the Sheepwash Channel towpath, and remaining level-crossing 
gate posts. Again, essential to an understanding of how the Swing Bridge 
linked railway lands to the north and south of the Sheepwash Channel in its 
'closed' position. 

E.5.12� The loss of, or damage to, any of these features would further diminish the 
observer's ability to understand the Swing Bridge's role in commemorating a highly 
significant period of railway history and how the bridge operated. Their loss would 
clearly affect the ability to appreciate the significance of the Swing Bridge. 
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