
                                                  Water Power

Piercebridge is a small and attractive village on the River Tees, some three miles from 
Darlington. It was here that the Roman road Dere street, linking York with Scotland, 
crossed the river. To protect the river crossing the Romans built a substantial fort. Virtually 
all of the modern village and its village green lie within the footprint of the fort, rendering it 
off limits to the archaeologist. Efforts have therefore been concentrated on the river itself, 
and especially those areas of the river bed which lay beneath the two Roman bridges 
which spanned the river. The first bridge rested on wooden piles, some of which survive. It 
was probably swept away in a storm. A second, more solid structure, rested on massive 
stone pillars, some of which remain in a field on the river bank. (The Tees has changed its 
course slightly in the past 2000 years.) The white line marks the first route of Dere street 
and the wooden bridge. The pink line marks the crossing on the second bridge.

Over the years archaeologists, both amateur and professional, have concentrated their 
efforts on the river bed beneath the two former bridges and have come up with a wealth of 
finds, mainly small objects. These were not items which were accidentally lost, but which 
were deliberately cast into the river, accompanied almost certainly by some wish or prayer, 
-perhaps for a safe journey or a recovery from illness. Some indeed might have carried 
curses on some enemy or other, (as were found in the waters at Bath.) The technical term 
for this practice is “votive offerings.” Water, particularly flowing water, was believed to have 
some magical power to fulfil wishes and hopes.

Over the past 2000 years human nature has not changed much. Many of our hopes, 
aspirations and beliefs are still rather shakily rooted in wishful thinking. (Why else do we 
buy lottery tickets?) And for many, water still seems to hold some mysterious power. (Why 
else did Frank Sinatra sing so persuasively of  Three Coins in the Fountain?)
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A more recent manifestation of this practice is the “love lock” phenomenon, ie. the 
fastening by two lovers of a padlock to a river bridge to demonstrate the permanent nature 
of their love for each other. The key is then symbolically cast into the river. The padlock 
can never be unlocked. Their love for each other can never be broken. (Do stop sniggering 
in the back row!)

The Hohenzollern railway bridge, carrying the trains over the Rhine at Cologne, was one of 
the sites where this primitive(?) practice was first observed. Other bridges in other cities 
quickly followed suit. One of the most staggering examples is the Pont des Arts bridge 
over the Seine in  Paris. It now has so many “love locks” on it that it is in danger of 
collapsing under the weight. And Paris, which likes to regard itself as the rightful home for 
romantic love, is in a quandary.

                “Water is the driving force in nature”    Leonardo da Vinci
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