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NEWS NEWS

Harrogate Heritage

Looking back: another 
scheme to improve the 
town’s flow of traffic

There cannot be many 
readers who are 
unaware of the fact 
that every few years 

the people of Harrogate re-
ceive news of yet another 
proposal to “improve” the 
town’s system of traffic 
flow.

​At one time, broad roads 
were built to impart an air of 
dignity to the areas through 
which they passed. 

But since the middle of the 
20th century, it had usually 
been the case that a road in an 
urban locality was made wide 
in order to accommodate a 
maximum number of vehicles 
travelling as fast as possible.

Yet looking back to 1933, 
Lord Horder, the personal phy-
sician to the Prince of Wales, 
spoke of the desirability of 
banning cars altogether from 
the centres of British Spas and 
Health centres. 

His reasoning was sound 
by the terms with which the 
medical profession promoted 
spa treatments, or the “cure”, 
as it was then known. 

Along with water drinking, 
bodily exercise, and the relief 
of stress through entertain-
ment and relaxation (eg. the 
kursaal), the doctors had long 
known that access to pure air 
was a key part of the recovery 
and maintenance of bodily 
health. 

Many continental spas 
planted pine woods around 
their fringes, so that incoming 
breezes would be impregnated 
with fresh pine, giving the air a 
pleasant scent.

Where conditions were 
unsuitable for tree-planting, 
the authorities sometimes 
constructed huge log hurdles 
which could be smothered 
with imported pine fronds, the 
better to improve the quality of 
native air.

Malcolm Neesam
​@HgateAdvertiser
news@harrogateadvertiser.co.uk

​A diagram of the planned traffic scheme for Harrogate from 1969/70.

The late Malcolm Neesam.

After it acquired Harlow 
Moor, Harrogate Council be-
gan an intensive program of 
pine tree planting, and even 
Bogs Field (today, part of Val-
ley Gardens) was fringed with 
pines.

Lord Horder made his com-
ments on the desirability of a 
car free environment during 
his visit to Harrogate to open 
the council’s latest attempt to 
retain the town's position as 
the premier Spa in the British 
Empire. 

He told the council that mo-
tor vehicles with their poison-
ous exhausts should be kept 
well away from the Spa area, 
including Parliament Street, 
Crescent Gardens, Swan Road 
and the town centre’s three 
main shopping streets. 

Lord Horder did not sug-
gest that new roads or routes 
should be created, which he 

said would merely shift the 
pollution into someone else’s 
back yard, but that the overall 
volume of traffic using the 
King's Highway should be re-
duced by legislation. 

History has not recorded 
the response of Harrogate 
Council to their distinguished 
visitor's suggestions, but by 
the end of the decade, motor 
traffic had become so heavy as 
to warrant a scheme drawn up 
in co-operation with the West 
Yorkshire County Council, the 
basis of which was the con-
struction of a new “relief” road 
for Starbeck, which would be-
gin at Granby Corner and end 
near the Bogs Lane junction 
with Knaresborough Road. 

World War Two put an end 
to that scheme.

Various suggestions for 
the improval of the town's sys-
tem of traffic flow were made 
during the 1950s, but the first 
major post-war plan was the 
December 1963 road traffic 
scheme proposed by the West 
Riding County Council. 

This was a beauty, and in 
hindsight appears to have been 
drawn up by people who had 
never set foot in the town. As 
the Advertiser's HH Walker 
put it: “all done on paper”.

Although readers may 
find it difficult to accept that 
anyone could be so foolish as 
to suggest diverting the A61 
traffic from West Park and 
down Montpellier Hill to the 
Spa area, in order to pedestri-

anise Parliament Street, this is 
exactly what the West Riding 
planners proposed. 

The new dual carriage 
was cut into the Stray oppo-
site the Alexandra Hotel, and 
ploughed across the grass until 
it reached Crown Roundabout. 

As Royal Parade and the 
Royal Pump Room were incon-
veniently in the way, they were 
all to be demolished, to enable 
the new dual carriage way to 
pass into Swan Road, itself to 
be doubled in width, before 
reaching Ripon Road, where 
a large new junction would be 
created.

After a mammoth battle, 
and a petition of 36,110 signa-
tures of opposition, the lunatic 
scheme was abandoned. It had 
been a near thing however, 
before public opinion won the 
day.

This defeat did not pre-
vent future anti-social road 

schemes from being proposed, 
and this week’s photograph 
shows Harrogate Council's 
own scheme of 1969-70 to “im-
prove” Harrogate's traffic flow 
by means of an incredible five-
phase scheme, which deserves 
considering in detail. 

Yet again, Harrogate’s tra-
ditional direct through-route 
for traffic via the broad Leeds 
to Ripon Roads, via West Park 
and Parliament Street, was to 
be ditched. 

This time it was proposed 
to pedestrianize Parliament 
Street in order to assist the 
council’s scheme to redevelop 
the Royal Baths site (shown as 
hatching) by means of divert-
ing the A61 down Montpellier 
Hill, round the Royal Pump 
Room, and in to Swan Read. 

Victoria Road, Crescent 
Road, and Cornwall Road were 
to be closed to traffic. 

A huge “spaghetti junction” 

was to be built at the Ripon 
Road Junction with Spring-
field Avenue, entailing the 
demolition of several superb 
Arts and Crafts villas. 

The inner motorway would 
then be carried across the val-
ley of Kings Road by a viaduct 
on stilts, entailing the closure 
of Franklin Road and Straw-
berry Dale, before reaching a 
huge new roundabout oppo-
site today’s Asda. 

The inner motorway would 
have then swung south up East 
Parade, requiring the closure 
of Park View, The Parade, Sta-
tion Bridge, and North Park 
Road, before ploughing across 
the site of the demolished Bap-
tist Church and several of Vic-
toria Avenue’s finest mansions, 
before running parallel to a 
closed South Park Road. 

The dual carriage way 
would then have entered York 
Place and Leeds Road, denud-
ed of their trees for a doubling 
in width of the carriage way.

Oh yes – Princess Villa Road 
and Queen Parade were to be 
closed from York Place. Along 
with the redevelopment of the 
Royal Baths, the entire town 
centre between Beulah Street, 
Oxford Street, Cambridge Ter-
race, and Cambridge Street 
was to be flattened and rede-
veloped in best 1970s brutalist 
style. 

I am most grateful to Mr 
and Mrs Prattley for sending 
me a copy of the planned five-
phase scheme, which is repro-
duced opposite. After seeing 
the introduction of the early 
part of the five-phase scheme, 
the people of Harrogate rose 
up to oppose the madness, the 
council bowing to the weight of 
public opinion. 

Yet quite unaccountably, 
the council, instead of doing 
the sensible thing and revert-
ing to the centuries old two-
way traffic flow in West Park 
and Parliament Street, kept 
the one way system which cru-
cified Kings Road, Cheltenham 
Parade, Station Parade and 

For almost twenty years from 1995, the eminent local historian Malcolm Neesam 
contributed a series of remarkable articles to the Advertiser, initially under the 

headline ‘Bygone Harrogate’ and later using the title ‘Our Heritage’. In association 
with Harrogate Civic Society, we are proud to republish a selection from the series. 
The views expressed were those of the late Mr Neesam at the time of writing and do 
not necessarily reflect the current view of the Advertiser or Harrogate Civic Society.
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York Place and which had only 
been introduced so that all five 
phases of the wretched plan 
could be introduced.

To this very day, Harrogate 
is still saddled with the inef-
ficient road system designed 
as part of an abandoned and 
discredited plot to ruin the 
town centre. Today, the great-
est threat to Harrogate's centre 
may come from some council-
lors and officers at both county 
and district level who might be 
hypnotised by the availability 
of £1.4m remaining from the 
so-called “Harrogate & Knares-
borough SCTS allocation”. 

Faced with the choice of 
either spending, or not spend-
ing, some of them may be 
tempted to spend, rather than 
not spend. Let us hope they 
make the best decision – that 
is, best for Harrogate.

Advertiser readers may not 
yet know that item eight of the 
report of May 31, 2012 on the 
“Harrogate and Knaresbor-
ough Service Centre Transpor-
tation Strategy” recommends 
that councillors should consid-
er – among other things – three 
proposals for Harrogate:

(1) an overhauling of traffic 

signals
(2) continuing the program 

of highway maintenance
(3) the further consid-

eration of “option17”, or the 
scheme of the Lateral Com-
pany to redevelop much of the 
town centre, but excluding the 
proposal to divert A61 traffic 
down Montpellier Hill and 
round the Royal Pump Room.

The recommendation re-
garding “option17” was made 
on the understanding that 
there should be full public con-
sultation. Plans to divert A61 
traffic down Montpellier Hill 

were bad for Harrogate in 1963, 
bad in 1969-70, and they are 
bad today.

My thanks to Mr and Mrs 
Prattley for sending me details 
of the 1969-70 plan.

This article was first pub-
lished on June 28, 2012.

​
A note from Harrogate 

Civic Society: It is now more 
than two years since Mal-
colm’s death. He left behind 
an astonishing body of work 
that we at the Harrogate 
Civic Society are determined 
should be preserved and en-
hanced for the benefit of fu-
ture historians and, indeed, 
for the benefit of anyone who 
cares about Harrogate.

Not long before his pass-
ing, we discussed with Mal-
colm and the Advertiser 
republishing at least some of 
his articles.

We hope you will enjoy 
reading (or in some cases re-
reading) these irreplaceable 
snapshots of history.

If you are able to add to 
our knowledge, or wish to 
know more about our work, 
contact us at: history@har-
rogatecivicsociety.org.

The people of 
Harrogate rose 

up to oppose the 
madness, the 

council bowing 
to the weight of 

public opinion...
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