


106 Th oma Telford 
------------

Rob rt SoULhe ·. who5t:: <lt·s ription ' tell u o much about work on 
the Calcdo11ian i11 1819, went on Lo look al Tell()rd's other works, and 
he provide · a m •monlble sketch of whaL it was like to 5hare in 

.r,.1iLcl1cll's traveb. His other rr.n·elling comranion was.John Rickman: 

l we111 bark on the S. Side of the r-i,·cr with R. in ~htchell's gig I lad the 
di tancc been a fc\,· 111iks far1hcr, I hdiev<- ncichc1· m} ()tJOt panmloons, 
noi rny poorer fksh. nor the mlid hones beneath. could h iwc ,, ithswncl 
the infcrn,1I jolting of L11is vd1iclc, tho' upon rn,\ds a~ smooth as ;i 

bowling green . .-\· for M. he i~ ,o cast>-harclcnc<l th,ll if hi~ h01:.e's hide 
,rnd his own ,,·crt' tarmnl. it rnay b<' doubu;d which wo11ld m,,kc 1hr 
tbid.c::.st a11d toughest kathc1. l3ut for nw - P!mr 111r ni[;ri~ 11/Jt 11111/n 
cam/ds, et,. - in short J1011r mr ;mywhere, e:-,ccpt in 1-.litchcll's gig. 

We rf't11mcd lO di11ncr so late, ihnt lx·fo1c: wt· rose fiom table it was 
nearly tc-n o'clod .. 

Jl was a gruelling da ', but lh ·re wa · to bc: no respite on Lhe ncxL 
outhcy wcut ofI on an cxcu.-~ion by co<1ch dm, n Glen Spcan, wilh 

iitcbclljoi..ni11g them on horseback. The route t.hcy foUowed is now the 
/\86. Nkr 11 miles they paused to re L the horses, hut th re wa. no rcsl
ing when Mitchell was around. 

M. urged us to go three or lour miles farther along the road, which is but 
just finished, for the purpose o[ seeing it; by way of incluccm nt, he 
adtlcd thnt there were sorne good fall to be seen. He had reason to be 
proud of the road, which is 111:,i.dc with cons11m1nate skill and ca1·e. 
Da,·i on was the conu·actor; an hone t, plain, contented man, who works 
wiLh his workmen, plac s all hi p1 i<lc: and pleasure in performing his 
work well,, nd ha,; lost by sevc1,il of hi. conu·, cLS. lf ours w.ls not an et(J

nomic(ll govcrnrncnt, such a man would be not merely 1cimburscd, but 
rem\tneratcd as he dc~crves - but as rhings :ir", he mu~t pin up wi1h liis 
loss for his pains. These roads \\hen Llwy ar cut Lliro' the rock, or ha,·e 
thr high bank turfed on one side, and arc walled up and parapeued on 
tbc other, are beautiful works of un; and ·vcn whcu the)' have no pic
uin:sque fcntmcs of this kind, yuu rannot look forward or backward 
upon them wil11ou1 a sense of order, and car and fitness, ,,•liirh is a plea
sure of no mean degree. 

After viewing the lnvcrl, ir Falls, they went on to Roybriclge, and then 
went to sec Lhc 'parallel roads' of Glen Roy, which they n hakenly 
bclie,cd Lo be man-made, but arc in fact the sho, s of old gla ial lak ·:s. 
Soutl1c-y had an opportunity Lo sec an a pe t of Telford's character that 
was commented on by all who k.ncw him: his generosity. They were slay
ing at an inn in Cl n Roy. 



f{ighu.wd &ads, J31idges and 1-larborn 107 

\\'hl'n ~lr Telford paid lht· bill, he gave the poor girl who had been 
w.iiter, chamhenm.ucl, and probably cook in chief .tbo, a cwemr shillings 
bill. I shall nen•r forget Lhe suckh•n exprcs~ion of J1cr countenance anrl 
her e\'es when sl w undL·1~tood it wa tor hnsdf. 

The trip also pro,~ded ,lll opportunity to compare the new roads 

being- bui lL under Telford's dircclion with General Wade 's milita11· 
road up 1..he Great Gkn. Sou they noted 1.hat 'he seem. to have, like 
other ruacl maker , follow cl the old horse track, instead of 1,unT}ing 
the row1t1, like an engine r ' , a \'i ·w he no doubt borrowed from his 
trnvt·lling companion. It reminded hin1 of Lhe old nur.c1,· rhyme: 

Here \,·ego up, up, up, 
And here we go down, down, down-et· 
I !ere we go backw,11 (ls and forwards, 
And here we go round, round, round-cc. 

The road, he c!c-cided, wa not foi: the nc1 'ons even if it did offer good 
views. Southey xaggcraLcd; one rnn still walk Lhe old military roads of 

the 1·cgion . A good example rnns along the southern shor of Loch 

Oich, and while iL does have something of a switchback character, it 
generally keeps to a reasonable line. One other description from 

outhey describes 1.hc r ad running sou1 li over the hills from rlw 
Dornoch Firth . 

It is carried 700 feel abo\'e Lhc level of Dornoch Finh: nor is there an)'
whe1 'a fi ner specimen of road-making to U<' seen, than where it crossc$ 
one dingle on one side, and one on the olh r; the bridges, 1.he walled 
banks, 1.hc steep declivities, irnd I.he beautiful turflng on 1.he slope, which is 
freq uently at an angle of 45, and sometimes even more acute_. form a 
noble display of skill and power exerted in th e best manner for the most 
b~n cficial ptu·pose. Th vi ews over the bay arc fine. F'ro111 t.hi h igh ground 
the la.kc above Bonar Britlg · is seen, formed by Shin-Water and Rappoch
Water. The sand and graYel brought 10 the mouth of this lake by a third 
stream, the River C.trron, ha\' formed the su,iit wh re the Bridge is built. 
\Ve looked down upon tlw old Highland roaci, in a pan where a little olrl 
bridge of one :irch over a rivule t, made a sul~jecc whiC'h an artist would not 
willing!)' have left without h1inging awa)' a sketch of the scene. On the 
summit i a point which Mr Telford and 1itchcl l call Da,ison's 'rag. 
b1:cause when that l1u111ouri ·t was m<.:L he1 cone cl ay, descc11 di11g and lc.:ad
ing a horse (it was before the road \\'as made, and he was a timornus rider) 
his knee i.rembling as much from fear as faLi.gue, he cur. t 1..h e place and 
the Crag wo, which, he said, had been making faces at him. 



HO Thoma Teljo-rd -=--------- - - ----

from lWO or tlirc-c fact~ Tlwn: was no bridge over the Tay :i.t Dunkdd, oi 
O\"er Lh · Spe '::it foch,tbers. or over the Findhorn aL Fones. Nolhing bUL 

wretch ·cl pier lc:ss ferrn:s, lt-'t to poor couers, who , owed, or hauled. or 

pmhcd a Cl-:L'.)' boat across. or more commonly gut their wives to do it. 

Ill cotl:rnrl, 1elfonl fclr able to indulge him elf a liulc when it 
came Lo d ign and decoration. Hi English bridges followed cith ·r .~ 
very utilitarian patL ·, 11, as with th iron bridge at Bt11ldwas, or slll k 

firn ly to chc rule oi cla sici~m . as at Bewdlcy. Ihn as he had hinted in 
l1i, plans for London Bridge, he was beginning LO develop ~omething 
of a ta<;t<.' for the Got hie. It . cemcd appropriate [or b1 idg · \n a wild 
selling, where the only other building of note in the entin.: di~trict was 
likcl to be a dour, grim fortress. Hi fir L important xarnpk came 
VCI') early in the list of cotti h bridges. It crosses the o~~ at Ton.gland, 
a little way north ofKirkcudbrighl. Fundamentally, it is a simple, bold 
design with a single, scgmenled arch of 110 fe l (33.!'i metre: ) span
ning the river. The two flood arch s to either side, however, arc 
narrow and poi11Led in the true Gothic 'Lyle and set a pauern thal is 
followed lhrough in tlte rest of th · detailing. At either side of the 
main arch arc semicircular tower., compkte witJ1 arrow slits, and th 
parapel i , crrncllatcd to give the whole the vague air of being tlte 
approach to some 111 dicval astle. Il is the sort of thing that could he 
comical in Lhc hands of a more rumbustious Victorian designer, but 
Telford still had enough of Lhc classicist about him lo keep the deco
ration under r strainL, an<l subordinaLe lo the design as a wliol ·. A 
similar decorative motif was used in the rather grander Dunk ·lrl 
Bt idgc, begun in 1806, the year Tongland was cornplcLed. I Jere he 
had seven arches graded down from a c •111.ral pan of 90 re ·L (27.5 
metres) to 20 f et (G rnctr ·s) at Lhc end.<;. Once c1gain he wick on 
mo .k fortifications. 

Among I he most imprcssiv · works of the periorl was the road sy l ·m 
along Lh far north-eastern roast. ne m,~jor obstacle was r,prcscnt d 
uy Lhe crossing of Lhc Dornoch Fin11 at Bonar. Telford had ,moth r 
bridge planned al the same Lime, across th Spey at Craigcllacliic. BoLh 
wcr to be built of iron, so he very nsibly produced designs in which 
the same castings could be made for bo1h. Each \Vas lo hav · l!JO-ioot 
(46 melr ·) ar hcs, buL at llonar L\\l> archl' wer need d, with a ccnt.ral 
pier on the river bed . Initial test~ had suggested Lhat th re wa a. ound 
rock bottom, blll to Telford' con ·iderable chagrin he found that this 
was not the casr·. ThC"rc was olid rock on the left bank, but not on the 
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1·ight. a resulL. he had to abandon his i1waiiablc practice C)f always 
building bridges of pcrfccl symrm.:u1 . The main ai eh 11cL, srill 1!11· 1 :,0-
fnot span, bm was flanked on citht:r side by ~lone archc·s of ti0 li:cl and 
50 feet ( 18 metr s ,tnd l 5 metres). A 1;tone was crccu·cl by the ])I iclgc, 
beaded: · fravellcrl STOP and /?.,,ad 11id1 Cmlilurfr the 11ar11es of the 
A\JUJAMl.'.,\TAlff C();\J,\J!SSJO\'U~.' Their names 11'l"tT li~tccl prnmi
nently, wit.h in acldirion in noticeabl) . mallt:, lctLet ing- Iii<' name of 
'Thomas Telford, Arcliirc t'. Tra,·cllers did han: good n.:a,on to be 
grateful, for a shon Lime before work began in l 8l I, there had been a 
tragedy on the same 1.pol, when ;;i ferry had cap~ized and pas.-;enger~ 
and crt·w wen· t1ll drowned. SouLhey was t.old t.hc lory ;;ibout the events 
and the bridgc.' 0 

/\n inlrnbitant of Sutherland, whose fothc1 was one of the per ons 
drowned at the Meikle Ferry, over tl is J,"inh, in J 809, could ncw:1 bear to 
sc.•1 foo in a {cny boat after that cawstroplw, an.cl was thus cut off from 
ro11111t1mirarion with the south 1ill this bridge was built. lie then set out 
on ,1,jourrn:y. 'As I went along the road by the side of the water,' sc1id he, 
·1 could sec no bridge: at la t l ame in ~ight of something like a piclcr"s 
1,•ch in the air - if this he it, thought I, it will never do! But pre- c11Lly l 
r.lmc upon it, and oh, it is the Ii nest thing that CYer was made by Cod or 
man!' 

The commissioner them. ·Ives were certainly proud of the bridge, and 
recorded their cklighl at its proven durauility. 11 

In L11e year 1814 the hon Ar h 11staincd, wirhout damage 10 itsel, a 
tremendous blow from an irregular mass of Fir Tr c Jog·s con. olidatcd b)' 
Ice; and in the )'tar 1818 it unclcr""<'nt th ·. amc sort of probation on its 
other ·iuc; for being situated at a mu row part of the Frith [$ic] where the 
Tide flow with great rapidity, a Srhoon<"r w..is dtifted under the bridge, 
and uffrrcct lht: loss of her two masts, th(" Iron Arch remaining- unin
ju1cd. 

S, dly, howe er, the bridge did not sun~vc the severe floods of 1892, 
whi h swept it away. Further nol"lh along the same road i · another 
irnprcs~ivc- <'ngineering feature, tlw Fire-I r--Jound. The road round the 
end of the sea loch, Loch Fl el, and is built up over low-lying marshy 
ground on an immense robankmcnt and bridge. The latl r originallr 
had four arches, but at Mitchell's suggcslion, afkr damag by flooding 
in 1832, two further archc were built and stone reinforcement added 
to the bank.'~ The road its lf continued north all the way lO Tlrnrso. 

The other gr al iron bridge oft.he period at Cr, ig llacl1ic does su1-
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