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AGITATING for a HIGH LEVEL BRIDGE over 
the Namoi river at Manilla 1870s-1880s. 

During the 1800s, the Namoi River at Manilla 
was one of the greatest obstacles to traffic, 
difficult to ford, both broad and deep. Problems 
with high water crossings had been 
experienced since the 1850s, when George 
Veness set up his store near the junction of the 
two rivers to provide for teamsters held up 
here, on their way north to up-country cattle 
stations. Throughout the ensuing years, 
agitators took every opportunity to notify the 
Government of this hinderance to traffic and 
the perils of attempts to cross the river.  
 
October, 1873:  
A public meeting at Flynn’s Hotel at North 
Manilla resolves to petition for a high level 
bridge over the Namoi at Manilla. 
 
1877:  
Hanley Bennett, Member for Liverpool Plains, 
orders surveys be made along the Namoi at 
Manilla and tenders are called for the building 
of a causeway.  

 

1878:  
Joseph Conlon's bid of £3,000 is  
accepted and work begins on a low-level  
bridged causeway at the northern end of 
Rowan Street.  

November 1878:  
The Colonial Secretary, Henry Cohen, receives 
2 deputations from Manilla demanding the 
erection of a high level bridge. 
 
May 1879:  
Drought-breaking rain floods the river and 
washes the causeway structure away. 
   "It was a bad day for Bennett's Folly. The 
'noble' causeway could not stand the strain of 
the flood waters. It went insolvent, broke up, 
suspended operations or something of that 
sort." Manilla Correspondent, Tamworth News. 
 
August 1879:  
Tragedy strikes - a boat guided by a wire rope, 
used to take passengers across the river 
during times of high water is swamped by large  

waves. The maintenance man employed by the 
roads commission to ferry people across the 
river was drowned along with his assistant, 
when their boat capsized. 
 
September 1879: 
The agitators call another public meeting and 
demand that the government take action  to 
build a bridge. 
 
October 1879:  
A Tamworth businessman loses his three 
horses and wagon, narrowly escaping with his 
life, attempting to cross the Namoi. 
Tamworth people then join the Manilla agitation 
for government action and call a public 
meeting, resulting in a large and influential 
gathering at the Tamworth Mechanics’ Institute. 
A telegram received that day from Manilla 
states:  
 "A teamster had one of his valuable 
draught horses drowned while trying to cross 
the Namoi at Manilla today, and the carrier only 
escaped death by a fraction.“ It is moved, "That  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whereas the general traffic on the main North-
west road to the Queensland border passes 
through the towns and districts of Manilla, 
Barraba, Cobbadah, Bingara, Warialda and 
Inverell and that this traffic is often impeded by 
the flooded condition of the Namoi River at 
Manilla, and that life and property of various 
descriptions are frequently lost in attempting to 
cross that river, it is highly necessary that a 
suitable bridge should be erected immediately 
across the Namoi River at Manilla."  
The motion is carried and it is also decided to 
send a deputation to see the Minister for Public 
Works. A bridge Committee was then formed.  
 
January 1880:  
Word is received in Manilla that tenders have 
been called in England for an iron bridge over 
the Manilla River at Barraba. The Government 
considers the necessity for placing a sum of 
money on loan estimates for the building of a 
bridge over the Namoi River at Manilla and 
plans are being prepared for the bridge. In the 
meantime the Government agrees to spend a 
sum of money on repairs to the causeway, but  

the Government is slow to move and 6 months 
passes without progress. 
 
June 1880:  
Another public meeting is called. It is resolved 
to send a petition to the Government 
requesting the immediate building of the 
bridge.  
 
 January 1881:  
The minister for Public Works is visiting 
Tamworth. A hurried meeting is held and a 
deputation sent from Manilla to interview him. 
The deputation once again requests the 
building of a bridge over the Namoi River at  
Manilla. The Minister promises to hurry along 
plans, but nothing is heard of the bridge plans 
for a further 12 months.  

January 1882:  
The Minister for Public Works  writes, stating 
that tenders have been called in England for 
the steelwork for a bridge at Manilla and that 
as soon as the material is ready, tenders will be 
called for its construction.  

 

October 1882:  
The Minister sends word that a tender has 
been let in England for an iron bridge. The 
Government has placed £27,000 on the 
estimates for the Manilla bridge.  
 
May 1883:  
Tenders for construction of the bridge are 
ca l led. G.H. Royce and Company is 
successful.  
 
November 1883:  
Cylinders for the bridge begin to arrive.  
 
March 1884:  
George Royce of Royce Bros., contractors for 
the construction, arrives in Manilla and 
commences operations.
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