UNDERBRIDGES

(An ongoing project by Sheila Gordon on behalf of North Craven Historical Research Group)

. Variously known as passages, culverts, cattle creeps, tunnels and stock underpasses, however the word underbridge was the term used by the Enclosure Commissioners in their enclosure award documents. The Commissioners were appointed by Parliament to oversee the enclosure of common land, wastes and moorland and had the power to divert existing paths and bridleways and to create new roads where it was deemed necessary. The result of all this enclosure was that animals were no longer able to wander at will and so tunnels were built beneath a trackway to facilitate the movement of the animals from one field to another. An underbridge was therefore very important, to allow stock to have movement between such fields and  often to enable them to gain access to water. Not all bridges relate to this period, there are some earlier examples, but these are proving difficult to date due to the lack of documentary evidence.

Usually built of stone,  the tunnels can sometimes have quite elaborate curved archways. They are frequently accompanied by walled entrances, often now in various states of decay, which would have acted as a funnel to guide the stock into the passage. Many underpasses are now unused, in poor condition or are blocked up completely and in several cases they are almost impossible to detect. However of the one hundred or more surveyed in the Craven area, approximately half were either still in use or only temporarily blocked up.

N.B. The measurements on the spreadsheet are often approximate, as in many cases it is not possible to determine where exactly the original floor level was, as it has become silted up over time.

A note of caution is sounded here: many underbridges are on private land so permission must be sought from the farmer if you wish to view these more closely. However it is usually quite easy to see them from the trackway above, and in all  cases so far they have been on public rights of way or open access land.
