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The Britannia Bridge 
An engineering masterpiece of the world, was opened to the public in 1850 
Do you know who the men were who built it? 
Were any of your ancestors stonemasons, brick makers, sailors, contractors, 
clerks, engineers, foundry workers, riveters, carpenters? 
 
My name is Julie Stone and I am researching the building of the Britannia Bridge. 
Much has been written about the technical construction but less is known about the people who were involved in 
the day to day building operation. 
If you have anything to contribute to my research or have any ancestors who might have been involved then please 
get in touch with me or leave a note at the Telford Centre, Menai Bridge. 
I should be very pleased to hear from you. 
Julie Stone 
julie@butterworth00.fsnet.co.uk 
 
 
So far, I have begun collecting the names of anyone involved with the building of the bridge (held for viewing at 
the Two Bridges Exhibition, Telford Centre, Menai Bridge). 
 
The Memorial 
Some workers died during its construction and there is a memorial in St Mary’s Churchyard, Llanfairpwll. Here 
too we find the names of the contractors for the masonry. 
 
 
The Engineers 
The bridge was built to carry the Chester and Holyhead Railway across the Menai Straits and provide a through 
route from London to Dublin. It was of course the brainchild of Robert Stephenson and there are many names in 
the engineering field attached to its construction. 
 
The Sailors 
The stone for the masonry was brought by sea from Penmon, Moelfre and from further afield at Runcorn. There 
were therefore many sailors involved in this process, as well as those responsible for floating out the huge iron 
tubes into position for lifting into place on the towers. 
 
The Railwaymen 
For the initial testing Robert Stephenson drove the first engine across the bridge accompanied by key personnel. 
Thereafter the railway employees took the powerful engines through the tubes. 
 
The Workforce 
The iron tubes were constructed with skills learnt in the shipbuilding industry and men came from the London 
shipyards to work on the bridge. 
The masonry contractors were from Dewsbury in Yorkshire and stonemasons and brick makers came with their 
families to work. 
Irish ‘navvies’ were also employed. 
But over half the workforce came from the local area. Unemployed farm workers and copper miners saw an 
opportunity to earn some money, as did the farmers who loaned out their horses. 
 
The Public 
People turned out in their thousands at the opening ceremony and more than 700 passengers were taken over the 
bridge on the first crossing. A toast was given to the ladies for their bravery! 



Who were the men who built Britannia Bridge? 
 
June 2010 
 
I asked for contact from anyone whose ancestors may have been involved in the 
construction of the Bridge and I am now in touch with people from many parts whose 
forebears were instrumental in creating this magnificent structure. 
 
Since starting the project I have collected many names  
 

 In St Mary’s churchyard, Llanairpwllgwyngyll, the 
monument to those who died gives some fifteen names. Most 
deaths were due to falling off the staging or from things falling 
from above – no Health and Safety then!  

 
  
 
 

 Newspaper reports provide vivid pictures of the flotation of the 
Tubes, of the opening of the Bridge in 1850, and of the accidents which occurred. 
 
 The 1851 census from both sides of the Strait shows some workers still living in 
the area but most had moved on to other projects. 
 
 The church registers of Bangor, Llanfairpwllgwyngyll, and Llandysilio provide 
details of marriages, baptisms and deaths of men living and working at Britannia 
Bridge. 
 
 There is a database of names which can be searched by contacting Julie Stone 
or Nick Holyfield.  
 
 
The Bridge consisted of three stone towers and a land abutment 
on each shore of the Strait, to take the huge rectangular Tubes 
through which the trains would run. The masonry was contracted 
to Nowell, Hemingway and Pearson and was completed  in two 
years nine months. 
 
 
 
 



 
NEW A study of the stonemasons with details of the materials used and the 
jobs involved, as well as names of some of the 800 men who were employed, has been 
put together and is available through the Bridges Exhibition.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Any questions should be referred to Julie Stone or Nick Holyfield. 


