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By Victoria 
Street, in front 
of Victoria 
Cathedral, 
the melting 
cement res-
onates. The 
passage is 
stained by 
wrinkled 
cracks, fad-
ing paint and 
dust. Inside, 
the steps are 
steep and the 
aging walls 
close in. The 
tunnel is an 
eerie cylinder. 

One can see ves-
tiges of its history 
deep inside af-
ter it was trans-
formed into an air 
raid shelter during 
World War two. The 
ghosts protected by 
the tunnel wander. 
A drinking water 
sign and a serving 
hatch remain. A 
police notice shel-
ter is faded but at 
one time read that 
in view of mixed 
company, smoking, 
obscene language, 
gambling, drink-
ing, rowdiness and 
unseemly conduct 
was forbidden as 
well as advising 
people to proceed 
in an orderly fash-
ion. A public toilet 
sign reads “closed 
for repairs”. On the 
other side, beside 
the rubble, is a 
bricked up entrance 
of an emergency 
escape passage
The Victoria Arch-
es are one of the 
countless under-
ground treasures 
of Manchester. In 
the underbelly of 
the north-west, re-
side secrets of a 
subterranean city, 
the momentums of 
hundreds of years. 

Caves, Burrows and Tunnels: 
Underground Manchester

The history and culture of 
Manchester is graved be-
low. But why can’t we see 
these places? These rem-
nants of history are barley 
accessible to the public. 
Why are we not able to 
see these places? What 
sorts of historical and cul-
tural weight do these plac-
es carry? These Victoria 
Arches were constructed 
in the 1830’s into the em-
bankment of the River Ir-
well.The tunnel was also 
used as cellars and for 
small businesses at one 
point. The land covered 
by the arches included a 
street leading to the west 
end, to a wooden bridge. 
Many of the buildings here 
were poorly constructed. 
In 1814, several of them 
along with a soap works 
sank to the sea, their 
groundwork overwhelmed 

by the water. 
Keith Warrender, an author 
known for “Underground 
Manchester: Secrets of 
the City Revealed”, finds 
these places fascinating. 
He believes they have dis-
appeared from the public 
radar.  “To the vast majori-
ty of people, they won’t be 
aware of what lies below 
the city, So to people, it’s 
quite a revolution when 
you tell them about un-
derground canals, tunnels 
and World War two and 
Cold War centers.” He also 
finds that one of the rea-
sons for this is due to their 
inaccessibility. “There’s a 
fair amount about the more 
established routes. You do 
have to make inquires. A 
lot of the information I got 
was from talking with peo-
ple. If you don’t look for it, 
there’s no way of knowing 

about it.”
Another abandoned dwell-
ing lies underneath the 
Manchester Arndale it-
self. In the 1970’s, an un-
derground railway was 
planned to run a journey 
from Piccadilly and Victoria 
through the city’s various 
landmarks. There were 
also plans for quadruple 
ring-roads and a heliport 
for intra-urban hops on top 
of Victoria station. There 
would have been three 
new stations, at Central 
Library, Withworth Street 
and the junction of Market 
and Cross streets – the 
latter linked to the Void. 
Moving pavements were 
imagined as well as eleva-
tors connecting the system 
with Piccadilly Gardens, 
Oxford Road station and 
St. Peter’s Station. The 
‘Pic-Vic’ line had a budget 

of over ninety eight million 
pounds. 
Its construction began in 
1974 but was abandoned 
three years later due to 
its excessive cost and un-
foreseen obstacles. The 
excavated station remains 
under the Arndale Centre, 
thirty feet below, known 
as the Arndale Void. Pre-
viously there were also 
plans to transform the 
hole into an imaginative 
nightclub but the idea was 
rejected. There are still re-
maining engineering plans 
and architectural drawings 
detailing the subterranean 
map. 
There was also an idea 
that the Pic-Vic plan could 
be moved to the Deans-
gate tunnel. The seventy 
feet deep Deansgate tun-
nel runs between cathe-
dral and Trafford bar. 

The entrance to Victoria Station



There is mystification sur-
rounding this underground 
route. It is said to be 300 
years old. There are various 
doubts of its existence. 
Keith Warrender has numer-
ous researches on it stating 
“It’s what a lot of people 
have said about them. There 
are just so many independ-
ents accounts that do lead 
you to think there is some-
thing there. I spoken with 
several people who believe 
they have gone through 
Deansgate, underneath 
when they were youngsters. 
I‘ve talked to engineers, civil 
engineers, who confirm this. 
So although we don’t see it 
today, we can’t see it today, 
the evidence is there. Some 
say the tunnel used to be 
flooded with pianos and or-
gans. There is also a story 
about the disappearance of 
a man wanted for murder 
half a century ago. The man 
was tracked by the police to 
a house leading to the very 
street above Deansgate. 
His disappearance is ex-
plained by the tunnel. The 
tunnel may be known by 
civil service authorities but 
I couldn’t find it mentioned 
in any official documents or 
publications.” It may be a 
Roman tunnel as Deansgate 
is a Roman road and wide 
enough for four centurions, 
or even a redundant Victori-
an sewer. It is likely through 
accounts that the tunnel 
was a Victorian access for 
businesses and then used 

to store corned beef and 
beans during the war. Allison 
Crook, Information Officer 
for the Museum of Science 
and Industry believes these 
places have immense value 
in an ancient sense as well, 
“A lot of these places are 
built under works of Roman 
and Victorian structures. 
Some tunnels, sewage sys-
tems, underground works 
of Manchester’s infrastruc-
tures is built upon hundreds 
of years. So there’s this 
history that Manchester it-
self has and a whole other 
world where Roman armies 
were stationed with Victori-
an machinery and ancient 
artifacts.”
One of the most popular 
places is the Guardian Ex-
change Tunnels built in the 
1950’s. The place is shroud-
ed by conspiracy theories 
and urban legends. The 
tunnel network was con-
structed to provide a se-
cure telephone link between 
Manchester and other cities 
in the event of an attack. It 
had strategic importance to 
the British Government in 
its Cold War doctrine. One 
of three tunnels of its kind 
– with Birmingham’s Anchor 
and London’s Kingsway ex-
changes, it is 200 feet deep. 
The exchange cost four mil-
lion pounds. It was accessed 
by a lift which took the em-
ployed fifty engineers down. 
They were protected by a 
nuclear blast by a thirty two 
ton concrete slab door. It 

was called the best kept se-
cret in Manchester by post-
master General John Stone-
house. It could be sealed in 
the event of an emergency. 
It had food and water. 
Mining operations created 
speculations about gold. 
Several deaths occurred 
in the construction. There 
were rumors that the major-
ity of works were Polish so 
they could not communicate 
about the work. At one point 
there were offices, a bar, 
rooms, a kitchen and bath-
rooms. Machinery crowded 
the place and workers had 
headaches from glaring 
lights. They heard a con-
stant hum in the air condi-
tioning and fans but once 
you walked out, a deadly 
hush overwhelmed. 
A fire occurred in 2004 
which damaged a large por-
tion of the tunnel. Today, 
the access points, activities 
and contents are mainly 
unknown. BT uses it as a 
secure route which takes 
thousands of calls simulta-
neously. There have been 
suggestions that it should it 
should be transformed into 
a tourist attraction as a cold 
war museum to preserve its 
history. It is surrounded by 
official secrecy, technical 
obscurity, securitised critical 
infrastructure, and conspira-
torial obsessions.
Allison Crook remarks 
“Apart from the Museum of 
Science and Industry’s own 
underground Manchester

exhibit, the only 
major exhibit avail-
able of undergroud 
Manchester is the 
Stockport air raid 
shelters.  There’s 
a certain lack of 
these culturally sali-
ent memorials left”. 
These opened in 
1939 at the begin-
ning of World War 
II. As the largest 
purpose-built civil-
ian shelter in the 
country, they provid-
ed a safe retreat for 
over six thousand 
people. Four sets 
of underground air 
raid shelter tunnels 
for civilian use were 
dug into the red 
sandstone rock be-
low the town center. 
The largest of the 
shelters was reo-
pened as a museum 
and visitor center in 
1996. The network 
of tunnels reveals 
much about life in 
1940’s Britain. The 
museum includes 
a labyrinth of tun-
nels, stories of war, 
a state-of-the-art 
audio guide, and a 
reception area and 
themed shops. Al-
lison Crook states 
“Canals have been 
repurposed into a 
tourist attraction, 
with various tours 
and ghost-walks 
through abandoned 
tunnels, but these 
have been post-

poned by the health 
and safety polices.”
There are countless 
various wells, caves 
and passageways 
with underground 
history. London and 
China have built cul-
tures solely based 
on their under-
ground museums, 
subways, struc-
tures, and cafes. 
Majority of Man-
chester’s under-
ground places are 
dangerous and 
blocked by city 
councils. Access 
points to these 
places are often 
hidden, built over 
or unknown. The 
access to these 
places is essential 
to preserve the his-
tory and culture of 
Manchester. Keith 
Warrender empha-
sizes this by stating 
“Manchester has 
these great poten-
tial tourist attrac-
tions and we do 
know how popular 
some of the walks, 
tours and tunnels 
are. The Victoria 
Arches could be 
popular for visitor 
attraction. There are 
various things that 
would need sorted 
out but it has a lot of 
hidden prospective 
which needs to be 
unlocked.”

“To the vast majority 
of people they won’t be 
aware of what lies below 
the city” says Keith War-
render
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The blocked 
Guardian ex-
change tunnels

A deep staircase in a Underground tour
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