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THE ROUTE OF THE S&DR 1825: A JOURNEY BACK IN TIME:
A WALK FROM WITTON COLLIERY TO WEST AUCKLAND
This self-guided walk recreates the route of the Stockton & Darlington Railway from
Witton Colliery, along the Etherley Inclines to West Auckland. If you are accompanied
by your dog, you will find a number of dog-waste bins along this route.

Links:
You could continue the walk along the line to the Brusselton Incline and then onto the
National Railway Museum, “Locomotion” at Shildon.
Explore the Dere Street Trail by car.
Visit Escomb Anglo-Saxon Church (drive)
Visit Auckland Castle http://aucklandcastle.org/ and the Eleven Arches (walk or
drive) https://elevenarches.org
Explore Binchester Roman Fort (drive), http://www.durham.gov.uk/binchester
Pedal along the cycle route (NCN 715) and use the segregated cycle lane along the
main part of the Shildon by-pass to get to “Locomotion” at Shildon
Put on your boots and take a 5-mile circular walk, using the Weardale Way, taking in
Witton Park, Escomb and Etherley.
Walk along the disused Haggerleases branch line and on to Cockfield Fell.

Historic Background
At seven in the morning, on the 27th September 1825, 12 waggons of coal were led from the
Phoenix Pit at Witton Park, to the foot of Etherley Ridge and then hauled up 1100 yards up
the North Bank by the stationary engine at the top. Then the waggons descended Etherley
South Bank to the road to West Auckland.
This was the first stage of the opening of the Stockton & Darlington Railway, and is the route
that this self-guided walk follows (as much as Public Rights of Way permit).
From West Auckland, the train was joined by another waggon filled with sacks of flour, and
then led by horses across the level to the foot of Brusselton West Bank. Here thousands of
people were waiting on the slopes of the ridge to see the 60 horse power stationary engine
at work on Brusselton ridge. At Shildon, these waggons, with 21 others, were coupled to
Locomotion No.1 along with the railway carriage “Experiment” on their way to Darlington.
And so by 7 am, the day that would change the world, was underway; and it started
here.
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Figure 1. The first stage of the walk (pink dotted lines are public footpaths)

The route of your walk:
1.

Your starting point is at Witton Park, where, in 1825, the old Witton Park Colliery was
located. Cars can be considerately parked at the ‘New Inn Farm’ crossroads (NZ 16648
29563) or, if doing the walk in reverse, there is plenty of parking on the village green at
West Auckland (NZ 18261 26350).
From the New Inn crossroads, you can, if you like, proceed northwards up to the site of
the former Witton Park Colliery, using the public footpath which continues to the River
Wear. The preliminary purpose of the Stockton & Darlington Railway was to transport
coal, from these collieries, towards the settlements of Darlington and Stockton, with the
possibility of further export to London. In 1825, Witton Park Colliery was managed by
Mr. James Simpson (Glass 1875, 8). Filled waggons would be brought to the start of the
line from surrounding pits. However, on the 27th September 1825, this portion of the line
was unfinished and had to be quickly completed shortly afterwards (Young 1975, 121).

2.

Stand in front of the gates to the farm on the left now called Witton Keep. This farm
includes some buildings which once formed part of the William Pit of Witton Park
Colliery, although there were also early buildings on the other side of the road which
have now gone. With your back to the farm, look back down the track towards the New
Inn Crossroads. To the right of the modern track you will see a grass covered linear
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earthwork running parallel with the road. This appears to be the 1825 track that the
waggons joined. It then went under what is now the road, and ran down on the left side
(east) of the field wall. The walls on the corner of the field have been rebuilt recently
after open cast mining. Look over the wall and you will see some flat slabs with the letter
T on one of them. This is the site of a well shown on maps dating to 1855 (OS 25 inch,
1st. ed.) which survived the later mining.
3.

Now go back to the New Inn crossroads. The main road running east-west was known,
during the 1850’s, as the Old Coach Road. The buildings here, including the former New
Inn (now a private house), were built later than 1825, and would not have been here
when the S&DR was founded. They are examples of later development, made possible
by the growth of the railway, and the opportunities for expansion that it provided for the
owners of coal mines. Clearly an inn was a vital part of any community, and is shown on
maps from 1847 (tithe map). The houses were built later. From the New Inn crossroads,
head south towards the hamlet of Phoenix Row (originally called Venture Row). The
1825 line ran to the left (east) of the road, and so would have been in the adjacent field
parallel with the road. The line remained largely unploughed until sometime after 2006.
Phoenix Row did not exist until the 1840s-50s, but there were a few farms in the area,
including the present day Softley Dene Farm (then Etherley Glebe).

Plate 1. Left: the line of the 1825 track from William Pit. Right: the well shown on the 1855 OS map

4.

Just beyond Softley Dene Farm, there is a gate on the left before you reach the former
chapel. If you stand next to this gate and look back up the road (north) you might be
able to discern a line in the field. This line marks the east side of the railway track that
came down from the pits at Witton Park.

5.

George Stephenson took the line along the back of what are now houses (which hadn’t
been built by 1825), so you need to leave the main road just after the former Primitive
Methodists’ Chapel of 1880 (extended in 1903. Note the bricks, with the initials of
subscribers, towards the base) and use the back lane behind the terrace. As you walk
down the back lane, you will be walking along the route that the horse-drawn, coal-laden
waggons took, from the pits at Witton Park.
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6.

When you get to the end of the lane, you will see a gate that leads to the incline, but
before going through, turn right at the end of the row of houses and spend a moment
looking at the gable end of no. 1 Phoenix Row. This has an important place in the
history of the line. Note the scarring on the gable end showing that two buildings existed
here. The small roofline scar is reputed to be the roofline of the pay office, where colliery
staff paid to use the incline to export their coal. However, it may not have been built until
after 1839 (it was shown on maps in 1855). The payments due were set out in the 1821
Act of Parliament (para LXII) as 4d per ton per mile to use the line, and so waggons
would need to be weighed before embarking on the line. Therefore, this is probably the
point where waggons were unhitched from the horses, presumably weighed and then
hitched up to the rope system that would haul them up the incline, powered by the
engine house at the top. It was also from here that the S&DR formally started; the
survey of the route printed on the Book of Reference which formed part of the Act of
Parliament authorising the line in 1823 marked this spot at the official start of the S&DR.
It is also the start of some of the most challenging terrain that the railway had to tackle
with fairly deep cuttings and high embankments – work that would be supervised by
Thomas Greener, a long-time friend and colleague of George Stephenson, from
Killingworth. You might also note some original two-hole stone sleepers from 1825,
which have been reused in the house’s gable end. If you encounter the present day
owners, you could also ask them to show you their collection of two hole sleepers, which
have fallen off the incline embankment, and are now kept in their stable yard.

Figure 2. George Stephenson’s map of the proposed S&DR railway, showing the route in red.
The blue line marks the route, as originally conceived by George Overton; he tried to avoid the
steep hills by detouring around them. Stephenson shortened the route and used a rope pulled
incline to haul waggons over the ridge. Neither route depicts the sidings nor the waggon ways,
which would have extended from the surrounding collieries, to join up with the main line behind
what is now 1 Phoenix Row.
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Figure 3. The 1839 tithe
map showing the line
running down the east
side of the road past what
is now called Softley
Dene Farm, where it was
joined by sidings from
another pit. Later,
Phoenix Row would be
built in the space between
the road and the line,
where it veers to the right
(east)
.

Having seen the hitching up point, you can now head back to the wooden gate that will take
you south along the massive forty-foot-high embankment.

Plate 2. Site of the pay office to use the
incline. The line of the roof of the office is
still visible in the end gable of no. 1 Phoenix
Row.
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7.

At the end of the back lane, the line continued straight ahead and can be seen as a
grassy lane with a wooden gate at the end. Go through the gate and head south along
the magnificent forty foot (12.9m) high embankment built in 1822 which survives in
excellent condition and is publicly accessible.
This structure was built using colliery and quarry waste, which had to be brought to
the site, in waggons, to create the embankment.
The rubble was laid out in terraces, and then covered in earth.
Finally, the track bed was laid with ballast and stone. Half way down, the
embankment widens considerably, as it crosses a small stream by means of a stone
built culvert (NZ 16828 29043).
Incidentally, in this stream, can be seen some of the original two-hole stone sleepers,
dating from 1825. However, this land is private and not accessible.
Plate 3. The culvert on the east side of the
incline

8.

Beyond another wide metal gate, with a wooden walker’s gate adjacent, you will come
to a lane between private houses. A modern house has actually been built over the line
of the railway. Consequently, the lane veers to the right to avoid this house and climbs
up to the main road (the B6282) - walk up to the road. A substantial bridge was built to
allow the railway to pass underneath the road. This has since been demolished.
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Plate 4. An undated photograph of Etherley Road Bridge looking south towards the engine house in
the distance with its chimney. The Etherley incline south of Phoenix Row above.

Plate 5. Left: the former Railway Bridge
Inn which served railway workers, now
with modern windows and door

9.
When you reach the main
road, go left along the road, until
you come to a single storey stone
cottage. This is now a private house
but was the Railway Bridge Inn by
the mid-19th century. The 1825
S&DR plaque over the door is not
original to the building.
10.
You will see another narrow
gate directly opposite, where the line continues southwards. This part of the route is
quite overgrown and the path is narrow. Actually, the line was wide and at a lower level,
ascending to the site of the engine house and engineman’s cottage. However, before
you get to the summit, you will note, to the left, 18 exposed stone sleepers. These have
been recently cleared of vegetation and are not in their original position. It is likely that
the sleepers were hewn at Brusselton quarry in 1822; the one which was purchased by
the S&DR company to provide construction stone for building the railway. Lads at the
quarry were paid 8d a day to drill the holes for fixing the chairs, which carried the iron
rails. The sleepers here are of the two-hole type. This is the earliest form of sleeper – the
kind that was used on the 27th September 1825, when the S&DR was formally launched.
In 1835 larger, stronger, four-hole sleepers were used. In total, 64,000 stone sleeper
blocks were made for the line between 1822 and 1823.
11. At the summit of the incline, you will notice that the path widens out to a clearing, with a
few trees to the right. This is the site of the Engine House and the Engineman’s cottage,
7
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which consisted of two houses: one for the engineman and one for the blacksmith. The
cottage was also provided with an orchard to the left. The engine house obtained water
from two spring-fed reservoirs, of about 8m in diameter. Both survive on site, but only
one is visible and retains water; the other is visible as a slight dip. Look carefully at the
dry stone walls around the site – you will see some reused two-hole stone sleepers
incorporated into the structure, along with more complex architectural fragments,
presumably from the engine house.

Plate 6. A two-hole stone sleeper from Etherley Incline and another incorporated into a dry stone wall
near the site of the Engine House

Plate 7. Etherley Engine House from a watercolour in 1875 when it was no longer is use. The wall is
presumably a later addition as it cuts across the line, which is clearly out of use with only the stone
sleepers left, but no rails.
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Plate 8. The Engineman’s House, shortly before demolition. It had two doors to the front; one for the
engineman and one for the blacksmith, although latterly it was simply rented out as domestic
accommodation

Plate 9. The remains of one of the reservoirs that fed water to the Engine House
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The Greeners and the Etherley Engine
Steep hills had been negotiated innumerable times in the past by mineral waggons, but
what made this section of the S&DR unique at the time, was the scale of the distance to be
negotiated – about five miles from Witton Park to Shildon.
Etherley was designed to have an engine haul the waggons up by rope, and a self-acting
incline to help them descend, also by rope. The engine was operated by an engineman,
who lived on site with his family in the adjacent house, along with a blacksmith and his
family next door. The engine was steam powered and this required a reliable source of
water, provided by two adjacent reservoirs.
The engineman from 1825 was Thomas Greener and he lived in the engineman’s house.
Greener was born in Killingworth in 1786 and, after attending school, he served an
apprenticeship as a ship’s carpenter at South Shields, before going to sea for fourteen
years. On his return he was put in charge of an engine at Coopen Colliery, where he
became acquainted with George Stephenson.
When Stephenson was made chief engineer for the construction of the S&DR line, he
brought Greener with him to lay the rails. Greener commenced his work at Stockton in May
1822 and then moved to Etherley, where he was responsible for laying down the rails.
Once the line was opened for traffic, Greener was appointed engineer in charge of the
engine at Etherley. He was very particular about maintaining the machinery, keeping it in
good working order. He kept all the metalwork polished and the flooring in the engine
house clean. “This beautiful engine was often visited by ladies and gentlemen in the
neighbourhood, who mostly expressed their great satisfaction at this masterpiece of
human skill, and the interesting conversation of the engineer.”
When the engine was not working he kept himself busy with other tasks. He made a ‘small
waggon’, presumably a model, to travel up a short incline, to indicate the position of
waggons on the bank, which was useful when operating the incline in the dark. He took
great delight in painting pictures and portraits, and had the walls of the engine house
decorated with peculiar paintings of local characters. His talents also extended to rope
splicing, making doormats out of old rope, sign writing, repairing pumps, and watch and
clock repairs. When his beloved wife died, he took the opportunity to leave Etherley and
follow George Stephenson to the Liverpool and Manchester Railway, where he worked on
the infamous Chat Moss section of line and later on the London and Croydon, and Whitby
and Pickering Railways, and finally at the London and Blackwall Railway (via a spell
working at a brewery in Brentford.) He was buried in Tower Hamlets cemetery in London
(Greener, 1885).
He was replaced at Etherley by his brother, John Greener, on April 13th 1826. John
Greener was prominent amongst the local Methodists and often spoke on the Bishop
Auckland circuit. He also taught several working men to read. His life was cut short when
he accidentally fell under one of the beams of the engine when it was in motion, at about 8
o’clock on Monday, February 20th, 1843.
The engine house ceased working in 1843. Perhaps Greener’s death was a factor in its
closure, but the engineman’s house survived until the 1980s. The house remained in use
and continued to belong to the S&DR, to which they added their distinctive number plaque
to the house in 1857, allocating to it number H5.
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As you continue past the site of the Engine House, look out for more stone sleepers
which have slipped down the side of the embankment in places. Near to the road at the
end of this section, you will see a small stream passing under the embankment. The
culvert which was constructed to carry this stream under the embankment survives, and
you can see the stone channel carrying water to and from it from the top.
12. From here, you drop down to the next main road, at a stile with a dog waste bin. The
incline had to cross this road, presumably using some early form of level crossing. The
1821 Act of Parliament required that, where the line crossed a road, the rails should not
protrude more than three inches, presumably so that horses and carts could still pass
over the line with minimum inconvenience.
“The first item in the day’s programme was the inspection of the Etherley incline
plane and its stationary engine, by the members of the Committee. After admiring the
engine and criticising the heavy battery at the foot of Etherley Ridge, the Committee
rejoined the multitude, which now surrounded the waggons at the foot of Brusselton
bank.” (Heavisides 1912, 58 describing the opening day in 1825)

On the opposite side of the road there is a gate and the line continues through here, but
this is now private land, and so you will have to leave the line for a short stretch before
re-joining it at West Auckland. So, turn right along this road – cars travel fast here, but
sightlines are quite good.

13. Walk carefully until you get to a bend in the road just after the row of houses, where
there is a public right of way signposted towards the left, with a wooden gate and a red
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dog waste bin (NZ 17325 27559). Take this path, which follows an arable field margin.
You can get a good view of the surrounding landscape from here, much as the
surveyors did who laid out the original line – the wooded hill in the distance to the south
was to be the next great obstacle for the S&DR – Brusselton Hill. This footpath follows
the field edge and turns left at the next field corner.
14. Continue along this path to the left, and pass through the next 6 kissing gates, until you
join a gravel path forming a T-junction (with a red metal gate opposite).
(This is part of another railway line known as the Haggerleases Branch, which was
opened by the S&DR in 1830. This alternative rail trail will take you along the
Haggerleases Branch with some spectacular railway heritage, and if you wish to do that,
you need to turn right here.)
If you are staying with the 1825 S&DR line, head left towards West Auckland. At a blue
swing gate, you will see some reclaimed ground to your left – this was the site of West
Auckland Colliery, sunk in 1838 by the Quaker Backhouse family, who also had leading
roles in the Stockton & Darlington Railway. The colliery had its own branch line to the
S&DR line and, at its peak employed over 600 men. However, the site has now been
developed for housing. Go straight ahead past the blue swing gate where the path runs
parallel to the river.
15. When you get to the stone bridge, walk to the left along the main road until you get to
Northbridge Park, and Leazes Lane to your left. You are now back on the line of the
S&DR and half way between West Auckland and St. Helen’s Auckland, as they were in
1825. The line is marked by a piece of undeveloped waste ground and a tumble of
boulders on Leazes Lane, with an interpretation panel in front of it. You can explore, but
take care because the area is sometimes used, illegally, for fly- tipping.
16. Turn your back on the interpretation panel, cross the road and head towards a grassy
lane. There is a stile to the left with a red dog waste bin; this is where there was a
station halt from 1833 (NZ 18464 26667). It must have been in this area that individuals
gathered on the 27th September 1825 to see the ‘Train of Waggons descending the
inclined Plane from Etherley, and in Progress to Brusselton...’ where they were advised
to be on the ‘RAILWAY at St HELEN’S AUCKLAND not later than Half-past Seven
o’clock’ on the 27th September 1825. A reporter at the time described the scene....

“Gentlemen’s carriages, postchaises, gigs, jaunting cars, waggons, carts, filled with
company, were seen entering the village from all directions; while equestrians,
mounted on spirited steeds, and others on broken-down hacks and stupid donkeys,
added to the general effect, which still further increased by a vast concourse of
pedestrians, who pressed forward eager to behold a sight altogether new in that part
of the country”. (Heavisides 1912, 58)
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17. Cross the stile, turn right and head down towards the river and the Gaunless Bridge
(NZ18563 26462). This is another area of waste ground that is not very inviting, but it
contains some nationally important remains. There are some buildings on your right –
the one with a steeply pitched roof and three dormer windows is the much later (1871/2)
former station master’s house. Just beyond that, a worn track diverts to the right towards
the river. The embankment of the railway line can be seen heading towards the river
(see plate 11) but a substantial gap marks where there used be an accommodation
bridge, since demolished. This bridge was extended to join two railway lines linking the
S&DR to the Tunnel Branch of 1856 (see figure 4); this route can also be followed for a
few hundred yards, but you will be leaving the 1825 route.

Plate 10. Left: The former station house built 1871/2. Right: the embankment to the north which joins
the bridge and passes the station house in the distance. A pedestrian accommodation arch existed
near the station house at least until 1974.

Figure 4. The 1st edition Ordnance Survey map of 1856, showing the 1825 line heading from West
Auckland North Bridge south towards the River Gaunless, with its bridge and the accommodation
bridge to the south below the railway line. The branch line heading towards the east is the Tunnel
Branch opened in 1856. A tunnel/ accommodation bridge appears to link the two railway lines. The
station had not yet been built at West Auckland but a halt did exist from 1833 near the main road.
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Plate 11. A
distant view of
the Gaunless
Bridge
abutments,
viewed from
the approach
from
Northbridge in
West
Auckland

Plate 12. The
Gaunless Bridge
abutments from the
north side.

18. The track leads to a green footbridge (NZ 18573 26508), but before you go across it,
note the two large stone abutments on either side of the River Gaunless (see plate 12)
towards your left. This is the nationally important Gaunless Bridge, often referred to as
the earliest iron railway bridge in the world.
19. Cross the footbridge to see the other abutment,
and continue passed it to see the remains of an
accommodation bridge which allowed the farmer,
Henry Thompson, access to his pasture field on
the other side of the new line in 1825. The land
belonged to Sir Robert Johnson Eden Bart who
also owned the manor house nearby. This bridge
was damaged in 2015, but was stone built and
very narrow.
Plate 13: The accommodation bridge, before it was partially
demolished in 2015.
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Taking you further: The Gaunless Bridge
The ironwork from this nationally-important bridge was removed in 1901, and is now to be
seen at the National Railway Museum in York. Later decking was added, but this has also
been removed. It was the first railway bridge to use an iron truss and it has been credited as
the first bridge to use the idea of lenticular construction which is an extremely unusual
design (see plate 14). Stephenson’s sound grasp of engineering resulted in him using a
combination of wrought and cast iron, and while this resulted in a technical symmetry
between tension and compression with the load spread between the two members, it also
resulted in an aesthetic symmetry. Its other claim to technological achievement was that it
was built ‘entirely without bolts or rivets’. (Holmes 1975, 135)

Plate 14. The Gaunless Bridge prior to alterations in 1901, which removed the innovative
ironwork.

The bridge was completed in 1823 when, despite severe weather, George Stephenson was
able to report in December that the Gaunless had been spanned in October by the iron
bridge designed by him and cast by Burrell and Company of Newcastle (Rolt 2012).
Heavy snow, followed by flooding when the thaw came, damaged the bridge and so in 1824,
Stephenson rebuilt it with four spans, to allow more space for floodwater. The bridge came
into use on the day the line was opened, 27th September 1825. From the outset, it was
assumed that the waggons using it would be powered by horse rather than by locomotive.
The architectural form of the remaining abutments is very elegant, with sweeping wing walls
(best seen on the south (far) side of the river and string coursing.
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This is the end of your walk and the start of S&DR walk no. 2
From here you can use the signed footpaths through the housing to return to West Auckland or
continue along the line to the Brusselton Incline and Shildon where the National Railway
Museum (Locomotion) is located.
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