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Roads across the Roman Empire
from Britain to the Persian Gulf.
A copy of a C13th copy of the C4th
Roman road map now called
‘the Peutinger Map or Table’  
(6.2 metres/ 20 feet long) 
replicating a drawing on the side
of a building in Roman Rome. 
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Caerleon Gloucester

Lydney

The Roman road from Caerleon to Gloucester
had to cross the Usk, the Wye, and the Severn.

The Wye Valley Gorge was the biggest problem.

Caerwent



Caerleon Gloucester

Lydney

The Roman road from Caerleon to Gloucester
had to cross the Usk, the Wye, and the Severn.

The Wye Valley Gorge was the biggest problem.

Caerwent

Chepstow



Wye Valley Gorge Cliffs
In White





The direct route from Caerwent / Crick to Lydney arrives at a point 50 feet (15 metres) up a 
cliff at Chepstow and 50 feet below the top of the cliff. Any route, for miles north or south,
involves crossing a cliff on one side of the Wye gorge or on both sides of the Wye Gorge.

X



And to make matters worse, 
the river at the bottom of the Gorge, the River Wye, has the 2nd or 3rd highest tide in the world 
(the highest ever seen by the Romans) –  a staggering 14.6 metre (48 feet) rise in the height of 
the river within 4 hours on the days of highest tides, twice a day, and a change in direction of 
flow 4 times per day, every day!  
Last night the tide rose 14.4 m (47ft). This morning the tide raised the river by 14.1 m (46 ft).
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1. ‘Elizabethan II’ crossing (1966)  2. Hardwick (Shipyard – Tallards Marsh) (not tried)
3.  ‘Victorian’ crossing (1852)  4. Norman/Medieval crossing (1067/1220)  5. Roman crossing
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3. VICTORIAN ROUTE



Wye Valley Gorge Cliffs
In White
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Similar width, 
river bed, and tidal 
conditions

All of the 4 central 
Chepstow sites 
have a similar 
crossing widths  
(c.150 metres) and 
similar river bed 
conditions, and 
similar tidal 
conditions.
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Similar width, 
river bed, and tidal 
conditions

All of the 4 central 
Chepstow sites 
have a similar 
crossing widths  
(c.150 metres) and 
similar river bed 
conditions, and 
similar tidal 
conditions.

The Romans may 
have used Site 4 
(Chepstow Bridge) 
for a while, or as 
well as Site 5, but 
any evidence 
would be hidden 
under the existing 
bridge.
Site 1 (near Mouth 
of the Wye) is 
about 160 metres 
wide today but it 
might have been 
much wider (250m 
?) in 100 AD.
Site 2 has never 
been attempted as 
a crossing but 
needs to be 
considered.
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GLOUCESTER NEWPORT

Pont du Gard Aqueduct
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4. NORMAN/MEDIEVAL ROUTE
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4. NORMAN/MEDIEVAL ROUTE



The Domesday Book 1086-87

Estrighoel (Chepstow) is recorded in the Gloucestershire section of the Domesday Book 1087. 

In just 5 abbreviated words it explains why 950 years ago the Castle of Estrighoel was built 
where it was, and the town grew there, and the Medieval bridge was built there.

But none of this was relevant to the Romans who had a different agenda!



Extract from the Domesday Book 1086
Made available by Professor J J N Palmer and G Slater 

1.Castle of Striguil was built by Earl William
2. And in his time he paid only 40 shillings

‘de navib’us in silva’m euntib’
‘from ships going into the forest’

3. In the time of his son Earl Roger this
town paid £16  (8x that paid by his father)
4. And Ralph de Limesy had half.  
Now the King has £12 from it.

Striguil (Chepstow) in the Domesday Book 1086/87 AD

1
2
3
4





Painting by Linda Waters
In Chepstow Museum

And in his time he (Earl William) paid ( King William I) only forty 
shillings from ships going into the Forest – Domesday Survey 1086/Book 1087
The Normans wanted to raise tax from passing ships and needed to be close to the river.
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Elizabethan (II)
M4 1966 M48

Victorian – Railway 1852 and Road 1988

Norman 1067 castle /Middle Ages 1220s /Elizabeth I 1550s

Hardwick – not tried

I. Kip 1703



5. THE ROMAN ROUTE
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Author, Andrei N. (Wikipedia Commons user Andrein)

Principal Legionary Bases in the Roman Empire
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Principal Legionary Bases in the Roman Empire

The whole of Western Europe is covered by 
just 8 Legions of Rome’s 35 Legions 
– 3 in Germany; 1 in Eastern France; 
1 in Northern Spain; and 3 in Britain 
– one of which is at Newport/Caerleon
- it is important.





York

Newport

Chester

The Roman view of Chepstow

There were other leigionary
bases at various times eg, at Usk,
Wroxeter, Lincoln and others  but for
300 years of the 400 years
the three principal bases were those at
York, Chester and Newport.



York

Newport

Chester

Roman Control of Britain for 300 years of the 400 years 
by 3 legions – based at York, Chester and Newport (Caerleon)

There were other leigionary
bases at various times eg, at Usk,
Wroxeter, Lincoln and others  but for
300 years of the 400 years
the principal bases were those at
York, Chester and Newport.



Image – Museum of Wales
National Roman Legion Museum



South Wall of Caerwent
Roman Town

The Buildings of Wales – Gwent/Monmouthshire - John Newman (2000) p.148



Caerwent – ‘Lengths of the wall have survived to a considerable height, especially 
on the south side, where they form one of the most impressive sights in Roman Britain’.
The Towns of Roman Britain – John Wacher (1974) p.382 (pp.375-389)

Most Roman remains throughout Britain look like
the interior of this wall but the rest of this South Wall 
of Caerwent has all the original Roman facing stone



South Wall of Caerwent



Roman South Wales

Caerleon Caerwent

Gloucester

It is likely that the Romans weren’t that interested in Chepstow, 
as they already had: 
a major legionary base at Caerleon; 
a significant Roman town at Caerwent; and 
sea and river connections at Sudbrook – 
but they had to cross the River Wye in the Chepstow area
to get to Lydney and Gloucester.

?
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The Victorian route through Chepstow



The Norman/Medieval route through Chepstow



The Roman route through Chepstow
Staying on the high ground with extensive views of the whole area 

and of the river to the north, beyond the bends.

High Beech Roundabout
Two Rivers pub   A48 Chepstow Leisure Centre



12. 6 miles (4 hours on foot) from Caerleon;
 4.6 miles (1.5 hours) from Caerwent;
Lydney 9 miles (3 hours);  Gloucester 10 hours plus rest time.
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Vauxhall Road



Chepstow School/Leisure Centre Car Park
Roman road drops down cliff side causeway to bridging site



Chepstow School/Leisure Centre Car Park
Roman road drops down cliff side causeway to bridging site





In June 2016 
Ivor Cavill of
Chepstow, and then
Chairman of 
Shirenewton 
History Society,
gave me a copy
of this article of 1972
about the Roman Road
up the side
of the Wye Gorge.

‘the most dramatic
relic of Roman
engineering 
near Chepstow.

Severn and Wye Review,
Volume 2, no. 2, Winter 1972
Editor Ivor Waters, 
published for the 
Chepstow Society 
by Phillimore



Severn and Wye Review, Volume 2, no. 2, Winter 1972
Editor Ivor Waters, published for the Chepstow Society by Phillimore
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Chepstow’s 
Roman Bridge 
pier
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Chepstow’s 
Roman Bridge 
pier

123456
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6 Piers + 2 abutments
7 Spans over the water



The Romans could build up to 33 metre spans in wood or stone but a wooden arch of 
33 metres would require a large and complex wooden arch which would need to be based 
on substantial stone piers (17 metres wide) as at Trajan’s Bridge over the Danube. 
Shorter spans are much more likely. At Piercebridge 11 metre wooden spans were used.

33 metre span wooden arches of Trajan’s 
Bridge on 17 m stone piers -  Trajan’s 
Column, Rome.   Photo: Matthias Kabel

Trajan’s Bridge 110 AD

33 m
17 m



Pierrcebridge
North Yorkshire / 
County Durham





Piercebridge Roman Bridge over the River Tees – artists impression – English Heritage

Roman Bridges in Britain

Piercebridge 11 metre spans

70 metre (230 feet) crossing 
2 spans of 10 metres each; 3 spans of 11 metres each; and 4 piers of 4.4 m = 70 metres



Chepstow 7 x 15 metre spans ?

8 x 6 metre wide piers
Including the 2 abutments
So 6 piers in the water at
High Tide.
Piers 6 m wide
Piers 12 m long

1
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B

X

If 33 metre spans were possible ,which is very doubtful,
then the piers A, 2, 4, 6, and B would have existed.

TIDE

RIVER WYE
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Chepstow’s 
Roman Bridge 
pier

123456

High Tide

Tidal range (LW to HW)  c. 12 metres (40 feet)



Chepstow’s 
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Chepstow’s 
Roman Bridge 
pier

123456

Chepstow 
Norman
Castle 1067

Chepstow
Norman
Priory 1067

1,000 years later

100 AD



SURVEILLENCE







Norman and Medieval Castle

Site of Roman crossing

View from the highest part of Chepstow Castle

Line of the Roman road

Leisure Centre Car Park







View from the Roman route through Chepstow near Chepstow School/Leisure Centre





River Wye

View from the Roman route through Chepstow near Chepstow School/Leisure Centre



Chepstow
School

And
Leisure Centre



View from the Roman route through Chepstow near Chepstow School/Leisure Centre

Wintour’s LeapLancautPiercefield
Tutshill Sedbury Chepstow



Netherwent

Forest of Dean

VISIBILITY

SECURITY 1
The River
X

X



Author, Andrei N. (Wikipedia Commons user Andrein)

Principal Legionary Bases in the Roman Empire
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2,000 metres

600 metres

790 metres

5
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1

1,650 metres

Best visibility northwards –
 (most likely source of attack)
 is at river Crossing 5.

River Wye Visibility to North Minutes to
Crossing Point metres miles bridge at 10 kph
M48 1 1,650 1.00 8
Hardwick 2 750 0.49 4.7
Rail Bridge/A48 3 600 0.37 3.6
Chepstow Bridge 4 600 0.37 3.6
Roman Bridge 5 2,000 1.26 12
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Best visibility northwards –
 (most likely source of attack)
 is at river Crossing 5.

River Wye Visibility to North Minutes to
Crossing Point metres miles bridge at 10 kph
M48 1 1,650 1.00 8
Hardwick 2 750 0.49 4.7
Rail Bridge/A48 3 600 0.37 3.6
Chepstow Bridge 4 600 0.37 3.6
Roman Bridge 5 2,000 1.26 12

Risk of attack
Fast moving water flowing 
southwards from the Forest to 
the sea as the tide ebbs would 
be a security concern  
particularly as the highest  
Spring Tides every month would 
be flowing South mid - morning 
to early pm when the bridge is 
most likely to be in use.
 

The Romans would want 
maximum river visibility to the 
North as any river attack on the 
bridge is likely to come from the 
North, aided by the ebbing tide
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Best visibility northwards –
 (most likely source of attack)
 is at river Crossing 5.

The Roman route stays true
to the SW-NE ‘desire line’ of
the overall route but 
avoids all 4 bends of the
River Wye at Chepstow, and 
stays high up until it has to 
descend to the safest crossing 
point which has the longest 
view North of the river/Gorge.

Crossing in the middle of Chepstow (2,3,4)
(the Norman/Medieval/1816/1852/1988 route)
would have been far too dangerous for the Romans
surrounded by cliffs, river bends, and poor visibility.



Chepstow Roman Bridge
site

Lancaut



Chepstow
School

SECURITY 2 – The Land
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View from the Roman route

View from the Roman route through Chepstow near Chepstow School/Leisure Centre



View from the Roman route through Chepstow near Chepstow School/Leisure Centre

River Wye





The Romans would not want to construct a bridge anywhere in this part of the Wye Gorge, 
south of their chosen site, because of the double bend in the river and gorge to the south
causing unacceptable restrictions on visibility of the river and over surrounding land.



Google Earth

There was a Roman bridge on a bend in the River Usk at Caerleon 
but this is on flat land, the river is easily visible, and 100 yards from the 
largest concentration of Roman soldiers in Southern Britain. 
The river is under permanent surveillance from the fortress.
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Best visibility northwards –
 (most likely source of attack)
 is at river Crossing 5.

The Roman route stays true
to the SW-NE ‘desire line’ of
the overall route but 
avoids all 4 bends of the
River Wye at Chepstow, and 
stays high up until it has to 
descend to the safest crossing 
point which has the longest 
view North of the river/Gorge.

Crossing in the middle of Chepstow (2,3,4)
(the Norman/Medieval/1816/1852/1988 route)
would have been far too dangerous for the Romans
surrounded by cliffs, river bends, and poor visibility.



Crossing point 1 – Looking north to Chepstow c 1,500 metres visibility



Chepstow Roman Bridge
site

North

2,000 metres
      of clear
         visibility

Crossing point 5 – Looking south towards Crossing 5  c 2,000 metres visibility



1. It is likely that the Romans weren’t that interested in Chepstow, 
as they already had: a major legionary base at Caerleon; 
a significant Roman town at Caerwent; and sea and river connections at Sudbrook – 
but they had to cross the Wye in the Chepstow area to get to Lydney and Gloucester –
so getting through this area quickly and safely was a primary criterion for bridge locations

2. The last opportunity to keep routes E and F together as one road before they had to 
separate is at Crossing 5.  (Route E is to/from Gloucester and F is to/from Monmouth.

Preliminary Conclusions

View from the Roman route through Chepstow near Chepstow School/Leisure Centre

4. The cliffside Causeway leads to the best and safest crossing location – Crossing 5 - it may 
have had some natural alignment, but even if it had to be hewn out all the way down, it leads 
to the best and safest crossing location; and the approach could be protected easily.

3. The best visibility northwards is Crossing 5. Most likely source of attack was from the North.

5. Superb visibility of the route, and of the crossing, from the route to Crossing 5; and good 
visibility of the River Wye both North and South of the crossing point.
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3. The best visibility northwards is Crossing 5. Most likely source of attack was from the North.
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Chepstow 
Norman
Castle 1067

Chepstow
Norman
Priory 1067

1,000 years later

100 AD

2024 AD
2,000 years later



Chepstow Roman Bridge (or Crossing)
                       over         the River Wye 
.                              

                                      Why here?

The principal answer is in this photograph taken from the Roman route on cliffs at Chepstow

The Roman route through Chepstow has far better military visibility than the Norman route. 

The Normans wanted to control the river and river trade with the Forest of Dean so they had 
to be next to the River Wye and establish a castle here and a town.

The Romans, probably, just wanted to get over the impediment of the River Wye Gorge
and move on to Gloucester or Caerwent / Caerleon as quickly and as safely as possible.

So for the Romans the route, and crossing site near Chepstow, with the best visibility wins.

The Norman/Medieval Crossing
1067/1220 AD onwards

The Roman  Crossing
100 AD/400 AD
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