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A Bridge with the past 

The walk takes the reader through this historic market 
town to discover some of the history and charm. 

 

The Bridge, Wetherby's only 'Ancient Monument', is at the heart of the town's 
history. It is appropriate that we commence this walk in the ‘Riverside Car 
Park’, also known as the ‘Wilderness’, beside the river and the bridge, where 
so much has been achieved through the efforts of local people, especially 
Wetherby in Bloom and Wetherby Weir Preservation Trust. 
Historically, a ford near this spot had drawn traffic, and the edge of a North 
to South belt of magnesian limestone provided a firm base for the bridge 
supports. Walking under the bridge, the arch reveals the three stages in the 
bridge's development. In the centre is the first structure, only 11feet (3.5m) 
wide. Funds were raised in 1233AD by the first Archbishop of York and 
Chancellor of England, Walter de Grey, who gave indulgences, a form of 
pardon, to repenting sinners who contributed to the construction of the 
bridge. Viewed from upstream the first widening of 1773 still shows the 



humpbacked design. In 1824 these two bridges were widened on the 
downstream side and raised at both ends to form a flat profile. 

The great cog wheel is a reminder of the mills which were involved in 
milling corn, pressing rape seed, and ‘fulling’ cloth. After milling had ceased 
it was being used as a firelighter factory when, in 1944, a disastrous fire 
destroyed it, the only casualty being the owner who was killed. Final 
demolition of the ruin happened in 1960 when the ‘Old Mill’ ballroom was 
built on the site. The picturesque weir was saved from destruction in the 
1980's by the Wetherby Weir Preservation Trust following a near collapse of 
the structure. A salmon leap had been added on the far bank in 1836. 
Continue along the path in front of the Old Mill Apartments. The housing 
development on the opposite bank is in Micklethwaite, a part of Wetherby 
since 1937. Turn right up Scott Lane. There was a castle keep on the 
promontory to the left on the bend in the river. Built illegally during the reign 
of King Stephen by the Percy’s of Spofforth to defend the southern approach 
to their fortified Manor House, it was demolished on the orders of King 
Henery II. The castle occupied a commanding position on the bend of the 
river, where it could defend the river crossing. Today only the foundations in 
a private garden mark the site. 



Turn right into Castlegate, 
noting Wetherby House at the junction 
with Market Place. Now shops, this used 
to be the home of the town’s doctor. The 
remains of a speaking tube and bell can 
still be seen in the right hand pillar of the 
doorway which was used to summon the 
Doctor during the night. This Georgian 
style of building would have been 
developed further if the young 6th Duke 
of Devonshire, son of the famous 
Georgiana Spencer, had followed the 
whole scheme suggested by the York 
architect Peter Atkinson in 1811. By this 
time the town centre and most of the 
surrounding land had been held for 200 

years by the Duke's ancestors. Suddenly, in 1824, the Duke decided to sell 
all his Wetherby properties, to both finance alterations and repairs to the 
family seat at Chatsworth in Derbyshire, and also to repay his London 
gambling debts. This sale of 170 lots took four days. It realized £168,561, 
well over £20 million pounds at today's prices, giving tenants a chance to buy 
their own properties. In 1811 the Market Place contained a double row of run 
down thatched stalls, some of which housed the Shambles. Hiring of male 
farm workers took place here every November, even into the 20th century. 
This was a time for fairs and travelling circuses where people could see horses 
and elephants being taken down to the river to drink. 

Keep on the same side of the Market Place until you reach Scott 
Lane, named after Scottish drovers who regularly passed through the Town. 
The shop on this corner was the ironmonger's premises of the Wardman 
family for ninety years, until sold in 1992. 



Continue on and pass the Library and Tourist Office into Westgate.  
Look across the road to a narrow ‘ginnel’ beside the New Inn. This is an 
ancient  pathway 
now leading to the 
new housing estates 
to the north of the 
Town before 
reaching open fields 
and the village of 
Kirk Deighton. 
Continuing round 
the bend affords a 
view of the award 
winning Catholic Church built in 1986 which replaced the adjoining one built 
in 1882. A little further along on that same side of the road are the offices of 
the Wetherby Rural District Council. This was the administrative authority 
for the Town and all the surrounding villages until amalgamation with the 
Leeds Metropolitan District during reorganisation in 1977. Now, this 
building only holds a ‘one stop shop’ for the Leeds City Council. Continuing 
on we reach an imposing stone building. This was the old Police Station, in 
use until the new station and court house was built near the roundabout in 
Micklethwaite in 1961.  
On the opposite side of the road is the Cheshire Home at Wharfedale Lawn, 
with spectacular views across to the Ings. The adjoining property, the Jubilee 
Gardens, under the care of the Town Council, is a small public park 
containing a restored and listed Georgian Bath House at the river's edge. 



Retrace your steps and cross the road at the lights before the Town Hall. This 
area at the top end of the Market Place used to be called Chapel Hill after  

the small Chapel of 
Ease which stood 
here with an even 
smaller Town Hall 
with stocks and a 
prison. Wetherby 
was, until 1868, part 
of the parish of 
Spofforth, three miles 
away, and was served 
by a 'perpetual   
curate'. 

The Rev. William Raby filled this role between 1833-1866, during which 
time he campaigned for a new church and a new town hall both of which he 
achieved, but parish status was not granted until two years after his death. 
The present church was built in 1843 with the Chapel of Ease and the old 
Town Hall being demolished and the area cleared for the new Town Hall. 
The foundation stone was laid by Alexander Brown of Micklethwaite 
Grange, the eldest son of William Brown, a prominent merchant banker of 
Liverpool, with the financing organised by William Raby and Quintin 
Rhodes, the owner of the Towns brewery. This multi-purpose building 
contained a National (C of E) School on the ground floor and an assembly 
room and courtroom upstairs. There was also a reading room and small 
prison. The local foxhunt sometimes met at the Town Hall and in January 
1847 the Harewood Hunt Ball was held for the first time in the splendid 
Assembly Room where 300 guests danced quadrilles, waltzes and polkas 
until the early hours of the morning. 



The courtroom was used until 1962 when the new courthouse was built near 
the new police station in Micklethwaite. A plaque on the left side of the town 
hall describes the granting, in 
1246, to the Knights Templar 
of the royal charter to hold a 
weekly market. This Thursday 
market is still held in the 
Market Place around the 
Town Hall. 
Across from the Town Hall is 
the entrance to the Shambles 
which has undergone some 
changes since the 6th Duke 
began his re-building. As its 
name suggests this was the site of the abattoirs and butchers' shops. Later, as 
a covered market, it was the venue for local farmers to bring their produce. 
The large façade was added in 1911 in honour of the coronation of George 
V. Leading off the entrance on the left is the White Hart Yard, typical of the 
old town. It survived the disastrous fire of 1723, believed to have been caused 
by tallow boiling over in a chandler's shop when almost forty houses, half of 
the total dwellings, were destroyed. 
Leave the Town Hall square through Church Street where even as late as the 
1930's, tradesmen and craftsmen with their families lived and worked; book 
binding, butchery, rope making and carting were some of their activities. 
When you come to the end of this attractive street at the junction with Bank 
Street, glance to your left at the Wesleyan Methodist Church opened in 1829 
and extensively modernised in 2010. There was a strong religious divide in 
the town and the Methodists had their own school behind the chapel and most 
had no wish to contribute to the Town Hall as it contained a Church of 
England School. Cross Bank Street and as you approach St. James's Church 
you pass the 1894 school on the right, built when it outgrew the Town Hall. 
Great emphasis was placed on the three Rs, reading, writing and arithmetic, 
with religion a strong component. Not for them the art, music or country 
dancing of their Methodist rivals at the turn of the century. Truancy was a 



problem and caning does not seem to have been a deterrent or the presence 
of the 'Kid Catcher' who knew the truants' habits, such as bathing naked in 
the river on hot summer days or stealing walnuts from a landowner's park in 
autumn. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The St James’s Church foundation stone was laid on the 1st of April 1839 by 
the brewer Quintin Rhodes; the stone for this church came from a quarry at 
Collingham which was church property. Until the church was allowed to have 
consecrated ground, the dead had to be carried to the township boundary and 
then taken by cart to the graveyard at Spofforth. Continue through the 
churchyard and notice the little door in the wall on your right. A previous owner 
of the Manor House donated some land to the church to create a second 
entrance from the High Street on condition that there was a private entrance 
from the Manor House to the church. The path ends at the busy North Street, 
known as the Great North Road until 1961 when the first A1 by-pass was 
opened. In the days before modern surfaces the road was so dusty in summer 
a water cart was needed, and in winter travellers were faced with a quagmire. 
In autumn droves of horned Scottish cattle must have caused chaos as they 
were driven south through the town. Pipers often led the weary drovers and it 
was said they raised the spirits of men and beasts. Look across the road to the 
barge boards on the gable end of the Swan Guest House where carvings of 
instruments show it was once the home of veterinary surgeons. Turn right and 
glimpse the formal garden of the Manor House. During the period when 



the Dukes of Devonshire were 
Lords of the Manor, it was the 
office for the Duke's agents 
who collected rents from the 
tenants. A court house used to 
stand in the garden where minor 
affairs were dealt with in the 
Court Leet. Opposite is the 
Swan and Talbot, an old 
posting inn. It was possibly first 
a monastic lodging house or a stopping place for clerics. The steeply pitched 
roof would have been thatched and a single storey, later raised to give an 
extra floor which was used as a soldiers room. 
Leisure pursuits were catered for in the Town with cock fighting at the rear 
of an inn where the former HSBC stood, and a bowling green behind the inn 
which narrowed the Great North Road to 18feet at the top of the High Street. 
This was demolished in 1929 and replaced by the Garden of Rest. 
On the opposite side of the road is the entrance to the Horsefair centre, which 

opened in 1978 with a 
small supermarket and 
an arcade of shops. 
This has been greatly 
extended with the 
supermarket doubling 
in size in 2004 when it 
was taken over by the 
Morrisons chain and 
largely rebuilt. 

North Street becomes the High Street at the crossing where you arrive at the 
Angel Inn, another inn catering for the post coaches. It was sometimes called 
'Halfway House' being halfway between London and Edinburgh. With the 
building of turnpike roads in the 18th century travel by coach became much 
easier and frequent services passed through Wetherby on the London to 
Edinburgh, and London to Glasgow routes, as well as the Hull to Liverpool 



route. Continuing down the High Street you come to Victoria Street, 
previously New Street but re-named at the time of Queen Victoria's golden 
jubilee 1887. 
The Brunswick Arms at the corner, the Devonshire Arms until the great sale, 
was another coaching inn but as it was being built no one could have foreseen 
that  railways 
would appear 
and kill off this 
major feature of 
the  town's 
prosperity. This 
inn, and the 
limestone terrace 
in Victoria 
Street, were built 
between  1811 
and 1824 and is further evidence of the Duke's original desire to improve the 
town. Of special note are the recessed drainpipes on the terraced houses 
which were originally covered with wooden panels, and the false window 
sockets so often used by Georgian builders to provide symmetry. Look for 
rings on the side of the inn to which the pens were placed on market days to 
hold sheep and pigs with Cattle being sold in the High Street and Victoria 
Street. Eventually, in 1912, a cattle market was built behind the range of 
buildings between the Angel and the Brunswick. Following the 2000 
outbreak of Foot & Mouth disease the Monday livestock market closed and 
was finally demolished in 2004 when Wetherby lost its main link with 
farming after 700 years. No.23 High Street on the Crown Inn side is now the 
only privately owned residential property in the street and the family are 
believed to have had unbroken ownership of this house since the 1824 sale. 
Gashouse Lane, originally named Gas House Street, is a reminder of the Gas 
Works established in 1845 which provided gas for the houses and lighting 
for the town, fifty years before the establishment of piped water to the Town! 



The walk is almost complete as you pass the George and Dragon Hotel, now 
converted into shops, and then turn left to return to the car park beside the 
river. 
 
We hope this has been an informative and enjoyable walk through this 
historic market town. 
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