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Activity 16. 
Activity/topic : Primary Sources: Pontcysyllte Aqueduct.  
 

Key Stage: Three 
 

Subject: History (Britain 1750-1900) Year: 7 & 8 

Aims and objectives: To develop research skills and investigate the impact and contribution of Thomas Telford to 
scientific and technological developments. To provide an opportunity to make links between features within and across 
different periods. To develop the ability to examine and explain the reasons for, and results of, events and changes. To 
develop the appropriate skills to identify and evaluate sources of information. 
 

Links to the National Curriculum for History : 10. A study of how expansion of trade and colonisation, 
industrialisation and political changes affected the United Kingdom, including local areas. 2c to analyse and explain the 
reasons for, and results of, the historical events, situations and changes in the periods studied 2e to consider the significance 
of the main events, people and changes studied. 4a identify select and use a range of appropriate sources of information 
including, documents, printed sources, pictures and ICT-based equipment as a basis for independent historical enquiry 4b 
evaluate the sources used, select and record information relevant to the enquiry and reach conclusions. 
 

Possible cross curricula links: En2 Reading 1b. to analyse and discuss alternative interpretations, ambiguity and 
allusion 1d. to identify the perspectives offered on individuals, community and society ICT: 1a. to be systematic in 
considering the information they need and to discuss how it will be used 1b. how to obtain information well matched to 
purpose by selecting appropriate sources, using and refining search methods and questioning the plausibility and value of the 
information found. 

Activity : Note: The original copies of the plans used for this activity are held at the British Waterways Archive. The 
images are taken from a letter dated August 1866 and a contemporary image of the aqueduct. 
 
Teaching notes: The Pontcysyllte Aqueduct was built by Thomas Telford (1757-1834). It was completed in 1805, and is the 
longest (1007 feet long) and highest (121-foot high) in Britain. The name means ‘connecting bridge.’ It carries the canal in a 
completely watertight cast-iron channel supported by 18 piers.  
 
Questions based on the report. The image of the aqueduct from the Thomas Telford Atlas, which accompanies this plan, or 
similar picture, will help the children visualise the written description from the letter. There is a transcript of the letter to 
accompany this activity. 
 

1. What type of document is it? How do you know?  
2. When was the document made? 
3. Where was Mr Baker when he wrote the letter? 
4. With whom did Mr Baker go to look at the aqueduct? 
5. Which parts of the aqueduct were not in a good state of repair? 
6. Write down the sentence that tells you the aqueduct was leaking water. 
7. The document mentions some of the materials used to make the aqueduct. Use the information from the document 

to make a list of materials used.   
8. Use the evidence in the letter to work out when the aqueduct was built. Is this information accurate?  
9. Look at the handwriting of the letter, and the signature at the end. Can you think of a reason why they look 

different? 
10. Use reference material to research the Pontcysyllte aqueduct and/or the work of Thomas Telford. 

 
Extension activity: Diary entry/ newspaper reports on the building of the Pontcysyllte aqueduct.  
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Resources required:  
 
 
 

 
 
Report on Pontcysyllte Aqueduct, 9 August 1866, catalogue ref. BW152/4/3/1 
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Resources required (continued): 
 

 
 
Report on Pontcysyllte Aqueduct, 9 August 1866, catalogue ref. BW152/4/3/1 
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Resources required (continued): 
 
 

 
 
Pontcysyllte Aqueduct, c1810, image ref. 4859 
 
Research materials.   
 
Differentiation: More able children can be required to research Pontcysyllte aqueduct and the work of Thomas Telford, 
where as less able can be required to make a study of just one area. 

Assessment: By outcome. 
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Extra notes. 
Transcription of first part and concluding paragraph of BW124/273.  

A letter written by William Baker to Richard Moon. 
Using a primary source. 

 
 
 
London & North Western Railway. 
Euston Station. 
August 9th 1866. 
 
My dear Sir, 
In accordance with minute of the Special  
Committee dated 5th ulto, I inspected the Pontysylte Aqueduct 
with Mr Beech on Thursday last, and have to report that after 
carefully examining the whole of this magnificent structure  
I found every part of it in a through state of repair, with the  
exception of the South Abutment, and Southerly Pier, and the 
Arch between these. The abutments and Piers of this Aqueduct 
are of Stone, carrying 19 Cast Iron Arches (each 45 feet span) 
upon which is the trough or water way for the passage of the  
boats. The face stones of the South abutments from the 
springing of the arch to the underside of the Trough, (a height of 
about 9 feet,) have in some places slightly moved forward, and in  
others, have pressed against the iron ribs, causing the stone to 
chip away: the iron ribs are in several places broken, shewing 
that an undue pressure is acting upon them; there is also a 
considerable quantity of water finding its way through the 
masonry. 
 
(Section not included.) 
 
Before concluding this report I may add that 
the iron work of the aqueduct does not appear to have been 
painted since its erection 70 years ago, some oxidation has 
taken place, but not to the extent that I could recommend  
your incurring the cost of repairing at present – 
I remain 
my dear sir 
yours faithfully 
William Baker 
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Vocabulary used in the document 
 

Phrase or word Definition 
 

 
Minute of the Special 
Committee 

When people meet to discuss important matters they 
are sometimes called a ‘committee.’ They have a 
written record of what they have discussed and 
decided, and these are called ‘minutes.’    

5th ulto ulto is an abbreviation of the Latin word ‘ultimo’ 
meaning   

Pontysylte Aqueduct Pontysyllte is the name of a place in north Wales. An 
aqueduct looks like a bridge, but it carries water over 
the land.  

A thorough state of repair A good state of repair 
Abutment  
Face stones The stones that you can see when you look at the 

aqueduct. These are also called ‘facing stones’ 
Trough: This is the water channel that the boats would use.  
Masonry: Another word for stones. 
  


