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There is nothing more that the Chapmanslade 
History Group like better than a good story - 
especially a story that at its heart encompasses 
the ambition, innovation, and entrepreneurship 
of a local lad, James Dredge, who in the 
Victorian age of the Industrial Revolution, 
with no known formal education, became a 
world renown bridge designer and builder.  
 
THE STORY OF THE JAMES DREDGE 
PLANTER, which can be found in the heart of 
Chapmanslade Village between the Church 
and School, begins in September 2014, when 
Nigel Bridewell, life long resident of 
Chapmanslade, unfortunately broke his arm 
whilst working on a local farm. There followed 
many visits to the RUH in Bath. After one 
such visit he decided to take a walk along the 
footpath of the River Avon near Victoria Park 
to see if he could find the bridge that family 
history (or myth?) said was built by one of his 
ancestors. 
 

“This all came about because I broke my 
arm.” 

 
Nigel remembers “my old granny” telling him 
about a bridge, and intriguingly, in 1991 his 
Aunt, the last remaining person with the 
Dredge surname living in Chapmanslade, 
receiving a letter from a researcher on behalf 
of Don McQuillan, a Consulting Engineer, 
who was in the process of compiling a history 
of James Dredge for a booklet he was writing. 
 
To his surprise, Nigel soon came upon what 
looked to be a rather splendid looking 
suspension bridge, or what would have looked 
splendid if only it was not covered by building 
work. The Grade II listed bridge, built in 1836, 
was being refurbished as a heritage project 
forming the centerpiece for the prestigious 
Bath Riverside development. 
 
Nigel, being Nigel, decided to ignore the 
warning signs and barriers and find out what 
was going on. His retort to site workers’ shouts 
was “But my great, great Uncle Jim built this 
bridge” (it was a bit of a guess because he 
didn’t know how many ‘greats’ to use). Nigel 
was welcomed with open arms, and from that 
time forward made regular site visits (when 
attending RUH for his broken arm) talking 
with engineers, English Heritage, and council 
officials. He was even asked to be the first 
person to walk across the refurbished bridge, 
and was guest of honour, together with 
Stewart, his long lost cousin from Scotland, at 
the official opening of the Bridge. 

 

Victoria Bridge in Bath reopens after £3.4 
million refurbishment 

 
Nigel Bridewell (far left) and Stewart Dredge (second 
from right) with Council officials 
 
Nigel, being an enthusiastic member of the 
Chapmanslade History Group, together with 
Tony Hale, whose late wife Sue was a member 
of the Dredge family, often accompanying 
Nigel on his visits to the bridge, kept us up to 
date whilst the Group did their own research to 
uncover the story behind the bridge and that of 
James Dredge himself.  
 
More than 1,500 documents about James Dredge 
and his work were discovered during research for 
the refurbishment. These are available to view at the 
Bath Record Office at the Guildhall. 
 
It then came to light that some of the original 
cast iron parts of Victoria Bridge could not be 
re-used on the refurbishment and were to be 
sold as scrap. We intervened to secure the parts 
for use in a community project. The idea of a 
planter, or something similar, was born. 
 
HISTORY 
 

 
     Victoria Bridge, Bath in 1849 

 
‘The chains were commenced putting together in 
November 1836, and not withstanding that rough weather 
hindered the workmen upwards of a fortnight, and the days 
being short, yet the bridge was opened to the public the 
following month; and from December 1836 all description 
of weights have been allowed to pass over it.’ 
James Dredge, Extract from The Mechanics Magazine, 
October 27, 1838 
 
Victoria Bridge was the first bridge built by 
James Dredge in 1836 as a quick and easy way 
to get his beer across the River Avon to where 
the Great Western Railway was being built by 
Isambard Kingdom Brunel. 
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 GWR workers were given vouchers to exchange for beer 
 
James went on to design and build over fifty 
wrought iron suspension bridges to his 
patented design throughout Great Britain and 
the Commonwealth during the Victorian age of 
the Industrial Revolution. 
 
What continues to be a mystery is how James 
acquired the mathematical and construction 
knowledge to design a new type of suspension 
bridge (his calculations are well documented). 
 
 
THE PLANTER PROJECT 
The planter was designed by the members of 
Redwood Class at Chapmanslade Church of 
England Primary School during 2015/16 to 
recognize the achievements of James Dredge 
(1794-1863), Maltster, Brewer and renowned 
Bridge Builder. The Dredge family has lived in 
the area for over two hundred and fifty years 
with descendants still living locally. 

 
 
The central column of the planter is an 
original part of the bridge donated to the 
village following its refurbishment in 
2014. It was part of the bridge 
balustrade. 
 

 
A grant from the Corsley Elizabethan Society 
to the School for a community project 
coincided with the availability of parts 
removed from the Victoria Bridge. It was 
decided to make a Flower Planter from one of 
these parts, and the Chapmanslade History 
Group presented the James Dredge story to 
Redwood Class. Their class teacher then 
worked with them to create design ideas which 
featured a Beer Barrel, Beer Mugs, Bridge 
Silhouette, ears of Malting Barley, and 
Dredge's dates and initials. Ian Buick turned 
these ideas into four working designs and the 
class chose the one they liked best. 
 
 
Chapmanslade History Group can be contacted by 
emailing Terry Rose at: terencerose@btinternet.com 

 
Some of the Redwood Class Design Sketches 

 
This project has provided a rich source of 
learning for the school children involving 
History, Design, Technology and Planting. 

 

The Bishop of Ramsbury Rt Rev Edward 
Condry dedicated the planter on 27 June 2016 
 
 
THANKS to these members of the local community for 
their support: 
The Corsley Elizabethan Society. 
Chapmanslade History Group, especially Nigel Bridewell, 
also Tony Hale who sadly died before seeing the outcome 
of the project. 
The Head Teacher, Governors, Staff and Children of 
Chapmanslade Primary School. 
Ian Buick for Design Interpretation, Steelwork 
Construction and Project Management. 
Frank Lake, Terry Rose, Mark Foster and Nigel Bridewell 
for Foundations and Final Assembly. 
Barters Farm Nursery and Plant Centre for supplying the 
plants for the Flower Baskets. 
Corsley and Chapmanslade PCC for providing a site for 
the Planter. 
THANKS also to, 
Bath & North East Somerset Council for donating the 
parts from the Victoria Bridge. 
Balfour Beatty, Victoria Bridge contractor, for 
transporting unused bridge parts to Chapmanslade free of 
charge. 
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Design chosen for the Dredge Ironwork
Taking different Ideas from members of Redwood Class 


