
 

OFFICIAL 

How It Works 
 

To swing the bridge, the Bridge Operator first ensures there is 

enough time to complete the operation without delaying 
trains, and then 'takes back the slot' from Colchester, replacing 
the protecting signals to danger to protect the bridge. 

 
The swing bridge when in position to run trains rests on iron 
‘Wedges’ at either end, so first hydraulic jacks in the centre are 
used to raise the bridge off the wedges, which are then 
withdrawn, and the bridge lowered down again onto the 
centre bearing. 

 
The bridge slewing motor is then started and after taking up 
the slack in the steel cable, the bridge will be gently swung 
round using the skill of the operator to judge the movement. 
The river is now clear for boat traffic. 
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When the Norfolk Railway Company opened the new line 

from Reedham Junction to Lowestoft in 1847, the line 
needed to cross the river Yare at Reedham and the Waveney 
at Somerleyton in such a way as to allow the tall-masted 
Wherrys to sail freely carrying trade down the waterways. 
The solution was a pair of matching swing bridges. 

 
Originally built for the initial single-track railway, these were 
replaced in 1904 when the line was doubled with the 
structures we have today which have been swinging now for 
118 years. 

 
They are constructed from wrought iron, brick, cast steel and 
timber and rests on two end piers and a central pivot pier 
made of brick supported by timber piles. This central pier is 
27ft 6in in diameter and supports the 10in diameter central 
pivot when the bridge is fixed for railway traffic. The three 
wrought iron girders that bear the live load are 139ft long 
and rotate on 16in diameter cast steel wheels. The load of 
the open bridge is borne by two truss girders. 

 

 

Somerleyton Swing Bridge Signal Box 

The current signal box dates from the 1904 construction of 

the ‘new’ swing bridge, and originally used the Absolute Block 
system of signalling and semaphore signals to protect the 
operation of the swing bridge. In 1965 it also took over control 
of the station area when the original station signal box was 
closed. 

 

During the 2020 NYL re-signalling scheme Somerleyton 
relinquished control of the track outside to the new state of 
the art workstation at Colchester Powerbox and lost the last of 
the semaphore signals. 

 
The line is now signalled under the Track Circuit Block system 
utilising axle counters and LED colour light signals from 
Colchester Powerbox, with Somerleyton taking back 'the slot' 
which returns the protecting signals to danger before they can 
swing the bridge. 
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