
 

 
 

Burton Bridge/Trent Bridge 
 

For over eight centuries, Burton Bridge has served as one of the most vital crossings 

of the River Trent, acting as a crucial gateway connecting Staffordshire and 

Derbyshire. Spanning the wide, flood-prone valley at Burton upon Trent, this crossing 

has shaped the commercial success, strategic military importance, and civic 

development of the town from the early Middle Ages through to the modern era. 

 

Early Origins and the Medieval Great Bridge 

 

Before a stone structure spanned the river, travelers relied on natural fordable points 

and timber footbridges to cross the marshy floodplain of the Trent. The earliest 

documented evidence of a formal bridge at Burton date to the early twelfth century, 

closely linked to the growing influence of Burton Abbey. Land grants recorded in 

1175 mention provisions for the maintenance of the bridge, establishing that a 

permanent crossing was well established by the late Norman period.  

 

As traffic increased along regional trade routes, the initial wooden structure was 

replaced by an extraordinary stone edifice. Completed around the end of the twelfth 

or early thirteenth century, the medieval Great Bridge of Burton was widely regarded 

as one of the engineering marvels of the Midlands.  

 

The physical dimensions of this medieval bridge reflected the vast width of the 

Trent's multi-channeled floodplain. It stretched an impressive 515 yards (roughly 470 

meters) in length and was supported by between 34 and 36 stone arches. However, 

like many medieval bridges, it was remarkably narrow—measuring only 15 feet (4.5 

meters) in width—which required passing places for pedestrians and cart traffic.  

 

At the western (town) end stood a heavily fortified gateway and a bridge chapel 

dedicated to Saint James. The chapel served a dual purpose: providing a sanctuary 

where travelers could offer prayers or alms for a safe journey, and generating income 

through donations to maintain the bridge's masonry.  

 



The Battle of Burton Bridge (1322) 

 

Because Burton Bridge was the only major stone river crossing over the Trent 

between Nottingham and the West Midlands, it possessed immense military strategy. 

Its most famous historical encounter occurred during the Despenser War in March 

1322. 

 

Thomas, 2nd Earl of Lancaster, led a baronial rebellion against his cousin, King 

Edward II. Intending to prevent the Royalist army from advancing north, Lancaster 

fortified the western end of Burton Bridge, stationing men along the approaches and 

barricading the narrow stone passage.  

 

When King Edward II arrived at the Trent in early March, his forces launched direct 

assaults on the bridge but were repeatedly repulsed by Lancaster's defensive 

positions. For three days, the Royalists failed to force a crossing. Realizing a direct 

assault would prove too costly, Edward II employed a tactical maneuver. Guided by 

local informants, a large section of the royal force secretly marched three miles 

upstream to cross the river at a flooded ford near Walton-on-Trent.  

 

Outflanked from the south, Lancaster was forced to abandon his fortified positions 

on the bridge. Before retreating north toward Tutbury and Boroughbridge, his men 

set fire to sections of Burton town. Following his decisive victory, Edward II enlarged 

and re-endowed the bridge chapel to commemorate his triumph.  

 

Civil War Conflicts and Later Modifications 

 

During the English Civil War in the 1640s, Burton Bridge once again became a fierce 

battleground due to its strategic position between Royalist garrison towns like 

Tutbury and Parliamentarian strongholds like Derby. Control of the bridge changed 

hands multiple times. In 1643, Royalist forces led by Prince Rupert launched a 

dramatic cavalry charge across the narrow bridge, driving Parliamentarian forces out 

of the town and causing severe damage to the surrounding structures. 

 

By the late eighteenth century, the ancient medieval bridge was struggling to cope 

with the demands of the Industrial Revolution. The growth of Burton's brewing 

industry, along with increased heavy wagon traffic and stagecoach routes, made the 

15-foot-wide bridge a major bottleneck. In 1777, the medieval gatehouse and chapel 

were demolished to widen the western approach. In 1831, additional masonry works 

expanded the roadway width to 26 feet, but the aging medieval foundations 

continued to deteriorate under heavy loads and frequent winter floods.  

 

The Victorian Replacement (1864) 

 



By the mid-nineteenth century, the arrival of the railways and the rapid expansion of 

massive breweries like Bass and Allsopp rendered the medieval structure obsolete. In 

1859, the Midland Railway Company promoted an Act of Parliament to demolish the 

old bridge and construct a modern replacement.  

 

Work on the new bridge began in 1863 under the direction of engineer local 

authorities. Located slightly upstream from the original medieval alignment, the new 

Victorian bridge was constructed of durable, dressed Staffordshire sandstone. 

Opened to traffic in 1864, the structure featured 32 stone arches and provided a far 

wider, straight roadway capable of handling heavy industrial loads.  

 

Following the opening of the Victorian bridge, the medieval Great Bridge was 

systematically dismantled between 1864 and 1876. Fragments of the original 

medieval masonry were preserved in local structures, including a single medieval 

arch re-erected in nearby parklands.  

 

Modern Era and Engineering Legacy 

 

As motor traffic expanded rapidly during the twentieth century, the 1864 bridge 

required further modernization. In 1926, the bridge underwent a major widening 

scheme to add extra traffic lanes and pedestrian footpaths, bringing it to its current 

appearance.  

 

In 1985, a second river crossing, the St Peter's Bridge, was constructed to the south 

to relieve the heavy commuter and freight traffic that had congested Burton Bridge 

for decades. Despite this addition, Burton Bridge remains a primary artery for the 

town. 

 

Today, Burton Bridge stands as both a critical piece of modern infrastructure and a 

symbol of the town's history. While the present stone arches date from the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries, they rest upon a location shaped by over eight 

hundred years of medieval warfare, monastic trade, and industrial innovation.  

 


