
	

A	History	of	The	Event	Area		
	

	
	
The	City	of	Bristol	races	will	be	run	in	the	parts	of	Bristol	between	Temple	Meads	Station	and	the	
iconic	Clifton	Suspension	Bridge.		Central	to	both	events	will	be	Bristol’s	Floating	Harbour.	
	
Bristol’s	 maritime	 history	 dates	 back	 two	 thousand	 years.	 The	 Romans	 built	 a	 small	 town	 and	
harbour	 at	 Portus	 Arbonae,	 now	 Sea	Mills,	 about	 two	miles	 downstream	 from	 the	 City	 Centre.		
From	 here,	 lead	 and	 silver	 ingots	 from	 the	 Mendip	 mines	 were	 exported	 throughout	 Europe.	
When	the	Romans	 left,	 the	township	was	abandoned	and	the	present	settlement	began	early	 in	
the	 11th	 century	 when	 Brycg	 stowe,	 ‘the	 place	 by	 the	 bridge’	 was	 established	 close	 to	 the	
confluence	of	the	Rivers	Frome	and	Avon.		The	local	dialect	still	adds	an	“L”	to	the	end	of	words	
(so	 Bristoleans	 suffer	 from	 ‘hernials’	 and	 come	 up	 with	 good	 ‘ideals’),	 and	 this	 quirk	 may	 be	
responsible	for	transforming	the	original	name	to	the	modern	‘Bristol’.	

	
The	 Normans	 built	 a	 castle	 on	 the	 present	 site	 of	 Castle	 Park	
(Day	 2	 start),	 which	 remained	 at	 the	 core	 of	 the	 town	 for	 the	
next	 five	hundred	years.	By	 the	13th	 century	Bristol	was	a	busy	
port	 dealing	 in	 cloth,	 foodstuffs	 and	 metals.	 	 Fortunes	 were	
made	 from	 trading.	 	 Amongst	 the	 merchant	 venturers	 was	
William	 Canynge,	 five	 times	 mayor	 of	 Bristol,	 who	 was	
responsible	for	rebuilding	St	Mary,	Redcliffe	Church	after	 it	was	
damaged	by	 lightning	 in	1446.	Queen	Elizabeth	1	described	this	
as	 “the	 fairest,	 goodliest,	 and	 most	 famous	 parish	 church	 in	
England”;	most	courses	will	pass	by	it	on	Day	2.	
	
Most	of	Bristol’s	mediaeval	trade	was	with	the	Atlantic	Coast	of	
Europe,	but	merchants	regularly	bought	and	sold	stockfish	(dried	
cod)	from	the	Western	Fiords	of	Iceland.		There	they	would	have	
heard	 stories	 about	 the	 Viking	 voyages	 to	 ‘Vinland’.	 	 Political	
upheavals	in	Europe	in	the	15th	century	made	it	harder	to	trade	
south,	 and	 so	 the	merchants	 sponsored	 a	 series	 of	 exploratory	
voyages	 seeking	 fishing	 grounds	 and	 lands	 to	 the	 West.	 Most	



	

famous	 amongst	 these	 was	 the	 voyage	 of	 the	 Genoese	 navigator	
John	Cabot,	who	in	1497	landed	in	North	America,	probably	at	Cape	
Bonavista,	Newfoundland.		The	tower	that	overlooks	the	Day	1	start	
commemorates	his	voyage	and	a	replica	of	his	ship	the	“Matthew”	is	
based	in	Bristol	docks.	
	
Bristol	castle	was	a	Royalist	stronghold	during	the	English	Civil	War,	
but	 at	 the	 end	 of	 the	 war	 in	 1656,	 Oliver	 Cromwell	 ordered	 its	
complete	destruction.	Only	a	 few	fragments	 remain	visible,	but	 the	
moat	and	some	lower	levels	remain	intact	underground	and	you	will	
run	over	them	on	Day	2.	
	
Bristol	has	always	had	a	darker	 side.	 In	Anglo-Saxon	 times	 it	was	a	
centre	for	a	slave	trade	between	England	and	Ireland.		Between	1480	
and	1807	over	two	thousand	voyages	took	manufactured	goods	from	
Britain	to	Africa	for	sale,	then	transported	slaves	from	Africa	to	the	
Caribbean	 and	 southern	 USA,	 before	 returning	 to	 the	 UK	 carrying	
sugar,	tobacco	and	rum.	Bristol	Bridge,	(close	to	the	start	on	Day	2)	
was	rebuilt	and	extended	in	the	mid	18th	century,	and	when	the	toll	
was	 extended	beyond	 its	 original	 forty-year	 limit,	 one	of	 the	worst	
civil	riots	of	the	century	occurred	with	11	killed	and	45	injured.	It	has	
not	 been	 the	 only	 civil	 revolt	 to	 affect	 the	 town.	 The	 1831	 riot	 in	Queen	 Square	 (Finish	Day	 2)	
lasted	three	days	and	involved	600	citizens	of	whom	four	where	killed	when	cavalry	charged	the	
protestors.	Rather	more	prosaically,	the	most	recent	civil	unrest	involved	the	opening	of	a	Tesco	
Express	in	an	inner	city	area.	
	
At	 the	beginning	of	 the	19th	century	 the	“new	cut”	 for	 the	River	Avon	was	dug	and	 the	 floating	
harbour	created,	so	that	the	city	wharfs	no	longer	had	to	cope	with	the	massive	tidal	changes	that	
affect	the	rivers	Severn	and	Avon.		Fed	by	the	waters	of	the	Rivers	Avon	and	Frome,	this	harbour	
remained	a	commercial	dock	until	the	mid	1970’s	but	has	now	been	re-invented	as	a	recreational	
centre	for	the	City.	With	rising	sea	levels,	the	same	locks	are	now	used	for	flood	protection.	
	

Isambard	Brunel	built	the	SS	Great	
Britain	 in	 Bristol	 1843.	 For	 the	
next	ten	years	she	was	the	longest	
passenger	 ship	 in	 the	 world,	
carrying	thousands	of	migrants	to	
Australia	 before	 being	 retired	 to	
the	 Falkland	 Islands	 in	 1884,	
where	 she	was	 used	 as	 a	 storage	
hulk	 until	 the	 1930’s.	 After	 being	
abandoned	 for	 forty	 years,	 she	
was	 towed	 back	 to	 her	 original	
dock	 in	 Bristol	 in	 1970	 and	 has	
subsequently	 undergone	 exten-	
sive	 renovations	 and	 is	 now	
visited	by	150,000	people	a	year.	



	

	
Brunel’s	 other	 major	 contribution	 to	 the	 Bristol	 scene	 was	 the	 initial	 design	 of	 the	 Clifton	
suspension	 bridge,	 although	 its	 construction	 took	 33	 years	 and	 the	 final	 design	 of	 the	 cable	
supports	and	deck	owes	much	to	William	Barlow	and	John	Hawkshaw,	who	completed	the	bridge	
after	Brunel’s	death.	
	
While	overshadowed	by	the	fame	of	Bath,	Bristol	has	its	own	share	of	hot	springs	and	was	once	a	
Spa	town.	From	1692,	you	could	sample	the	waters	at	a	Pump	House	in	the	suburb	of	Hotwells,	
but	 this	closed	 in	1867	when	the	River	Avon	was	widened.	Later	 in	 the	19th	century	a	 funicular	
railway	 transported	 visitors	 from	 the	 fashionable	 upper	 suburb	 of	 Clifton	 down	 the	 side	 of	 the	
Gorge	to	 the	river.	The	railway	only	operated	 for	40	years,	but	 the	tunnel	 later	housed	a	secret	
BBC	transmitting	station	and	remains	 intact.	Longer	courses	on	Day	1	will	visit	Clifton,	Hotwells,	
and	the	Cumberland	Basin,	where	complex	elevated	roadways	loop	over	the	waterways.	
	
Six	bombing	raids	during	1940/41	destroyed	the	ancient	heart	of	the	City	and	it	took	more	than	60	
years	for	all	the	bombsites	to	be	re-developed;	the	ruins	of	three	churches	destroyed	in	the	Blitz	
are	on	the	Day	2	map.	Over	the	past	twenty	years	numerous	commercial	and	residential	projects	
have	 transformed	 the	 town	 centre	 and	 you	will	 see	 continuing	 evidence	 of	 this	 transformation	
during	the	Day	2	race.	Many	of	our	harbourside	houses	are	now	brightly	painted,	adding	much	to	
the	variety	of	the	architecture.	
	
The	 Photo-O	 trail	 will	 give	 you	 an	 opportunity	 to	 wander	 around	 the	 dockside,	 sample	 the	
numerous	 cafes	 and	 restaurants	 and	 possibly	 view	 Brunel’s	 steamship	 Great	 Britain,	 the	 other	
historic	 ships	 in	 harbour,	 or	 visit	 the	Downfall	 yard	 as	well	 as	 see	 the	 classic	 view	 of	 the	 Avon	
Gorge	and	Clifton	Suspension	bridge	from	the	Cumberland	Basin.	 	The	@Bristol	complex	and	M-
Shed	offer	a	variety	of	exhibitions,	while	the	Arnofini	is	a	major	arts	centre	lying	between	the	two	
sites,	all	within	ten	minutes	walk	of	the	event	centre.	
	
Text	and	Photos			14/2/17	
Chris	Johnson	


