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THE WEARMOUTH BRIDGE
Significance of the bridge:

The first Wearmouth bridge was an icon of Sunderland’s growing consequence, displayed on commemorative pottery and in publications across the land, a symbol of human ingenuity triumphing over nature, only the second large iron bridge constructed in Britain, a marvel of the age and the pride of the town. Described as 'by far the greatest curiosity in this part of the country',
 its inspirational quality was apparent even 40 years later, when a promoter of new port facilities hearkened back to ‘our bridge, long the wonder of the nation, the surprise and admiration of foreigners [which] set us an example worthy of imitation’ citing the bridge-builder’s motto, Nil desperandum auspice Deo.
 The bridge continued a landmark, attracting a daredevil American diver who leapt from it in 1842
 – with a drunken tailor killed when imitating him a week later
 - and inevitably a succession of suicides.

Impetus to complete the Wearmouth bridge, as well as much of the finance and some elements of the design, came from Rowland Burdon (1757-1838), elected to parliament in 1790 on a promise to improve roads and bridges in the county.
 Local freemasons, of whom Burdon was a prominent member, also made significant contributions to the project, individually and through the Sunderland lodges. Burdon’s motives were said by his friend and admirer Thomas Bowdler, a Northumberland gentleman, to be purely ‘public good…. real patriotism and truly disinterested benevolence’, for the MP was politically well-established before the bridge was proposed.
 Burdon ensured that the bridge, and his role in making it, were widely known, commissioning engravings of work in progress, component parts and finished structure of ‘my bridge’.
 But he had other motives. By his own account, he ‘always had a hankering after projects of a novel description’
 and forty years afterwards expressed satisfaction at his own accomplishment: ‘Wearmouth bridge continues to prosper in an extraordinary degree, its revenues increasing, and the benefit felt most extensively.’
 He also saw in the bridge political purposes which were not merely electoral. The Latin inscription on the foundation stone laid by Burdon, written by Sir Pepper Arden, encapsulates his view of the bridge’s significance: ‘At a time when the mad fury of French citizens, dictating acts of extreme depravity, disturbed the peace of Europe with iron war, Rowland Burdon esq., aiming at worthier purposes, hath resolved to join the steep and craggy shores of the river Wear with an iron bridge…’.
 

The spectacular situation of Sunderland, at the wide and shallow mouth of the Wear where the river emerges from a steep-sided gorge, accounts for the absence of an earlier bridge.
 Fords and ferries, increasingly unsatisfactory in a rapidly growing town, had at least the advantage of not obstructing the river with stone arches. A medieval bridge across the river’s mouth would have seriously compromised Sunderland’s development as a port. The iron bridge immediately proved its worth to the town’s economy, bringing ‘increased intercourse… between the inhabitants of the opposite side of the river’, a success measured in income from bridge and ferry tolls, £2,800 a year by 1819 compared with a mere £300 before the bridge’s opening in 1796.
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