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8 November 2016 

 

Britain’s longest and deepest canal tunnel given vital check up  

 

Standedge Tunnel on the Huddersfied Narrow Canal will undergo an inspection this week, with 

engineers from the Canal & River Trust surveying the 3 ¼ miles of Britain’s longest and deepest 

canal tunnel. 

 

Engineers will spend the next few days underground travelling through the dark to carry out the 

inspection of Britain’s longest canal tunnel using a boat with high powered lighting to assess any 

structural changes that have occurred to the tunnel, including checking for cracks and identifying 

any restoration work required. Special access has also been given to other parts of the canal 

tunnel where it connects with the railway. 

 

The tunnel took 17 years to dig and was finally completed in 1811.  It cost the lives of 50 men and 

more than £123,000 – the equivalent of £8.8 million in today’s money. Having fallen into decline 

due to competition from the railways, the last commercial boat passed through the Tunnel on 13th 

October 1916, before an ambitious restoration, dubbed the ‘impossible restoration’, saw it reopen 

in 2001   

 
With no towpath, boats originally had to be ‘legged’ the length of the tunnel.  This required men to 

lie on their backs on top of the boat and ‘walk’ along the tunnel roof, moving the boat along with 

them.  Legging was a challenging and often dangerous job and professional ‘leggers’ were 

employed to propel laden freight barges through the tunnel.  In its heyday the tunnel operated 24 

hours a day and ‘legging’ took about 3 hours.  Today the tunnel is hugely popular with boaters 

coming from across the world to make the epic journey across the Pennines from Yorkshire to 

Lancashire.  

 

Chris Reynard, principal surveyor at the Canal & River Trust said: “Standedge Tunnel is an 

amazing engineering achievement, especially considering it was carved out of the ground by hand 

200 years ago by navvies armed only with picks, shovels and dynamite. 

 

“It’s strange to think that almost exactly 100 years ago the tunnel was shut down and its restoration 

described as “impossible”.  Fifteen years after it was reopened it is more popular than ever with 

boaters and tourists, which is why it’s vital that we carry out this annual check-up.” 

 

For more detail on the work of the Canal & River Trust go to www.canalrivertrust.org.uk 

http://www.canalrivertrust.org.uk/
https://twitter.com/CanalRiverTrust
http://www.canalrivertrust.org.uk/
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Ends 

 

For further information: 

Helen Hall, Canal & River Trust 

M: 077117 60284 E: helen.hall@canalrivertrust.org.uk 

 

Notes to editors: 

Standedge Tunnel stretches 3¼ miles from Diggle at one of the Pennines, to Marsden at the 

other. It is the highest (196 metres above sea level), longest (5,029 metres) and deepest canal 

(194 metres) in the UK. The Tunnel forms part of the Huddersfield Narrow Canal which runs for 20 

miles between Huddersfield in West Yorkshire and Ashton under Lyne in Greater Manchester. 

 

When the Tunnel was built, horse power was the order of the day, but with no towpath people 

powered the boats through the tunnel by ‘legging’ which would be challenging and often 

dangerous. Professional ‘leggers’ were employed to propel laden freight barges through the tunnel 

whilst the horses were led over the top of the moors to meet the boats at the other side.   

 

The Tunnel operated 24 hours a day and legging it took about 3 hours. Passage was regulated 

and it is noted more than 122,500 boats passed through the tunnel up to around 1860. As the rail 

industry took off the canals and Standedge Tunnel became less and less popular and there was no 

way for the waterways to compete with the faster and more efficient rail transport. The last 

commercial boat passed through in 13th October 1916. 

 

During the tunnel’s construction, there had been hope for an early and swift completion but the 

complexity of the project led to many delays. Only when the great Thomas Telford was appointed 

towards the end of construction were dates for completion finally given. The tunnel opened on 4th 

April 1811 to much aplomb with local dignitaries and more than 10,000 people in attendance. A 

brass band played all the way through the tunnel as a boat made the first official trip through. 

 

The Canal & River Trust is the guardian of 2,000 miles of historic waterways across England and 

Wales, caring for the nation’s third largest collection of listed structures, as well as museums, 

archives, and hundreds of important wildlife sites. We believe that living waterways transform 

places and enrich lives and our role is to make sure there is always a place on your doorstep 

where you can escape the pressures of everyday life, stretch your legs and simply feel closer to 

nature. www.canalrivertrust.org.uk / @CanalRiverTrust / @crtcomms 
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