
 
 

Page 1 

PEDESTRIAN UNDERPASS AT PUTNEY BRIDGE       (July 2014)  
 
1 Why have an underpass ? 
 
An underpass beneath Putney Bridge has been 
suggested at various occasions in the past. There 
is now a unique opportunity to achieve this 
objective in association with works proposed for 
the Thames Tunnel. Potential benefits include the 
following. 
 
• A safe and convenient pedestrian crossing 

beneath the busy junction of Putney High 
Street and Lower Richmond Road. Putney 
Bridge has an average daily flow of 40,000 
vehicles making surface crossing tedious for 
pedestrians who often get stranded on one or 
more of the four traffic islands due to phasing 
of the lights. See Figure 1. 

 

• Continuation of the Thames Path (avoiding 
the crossing mentioned above) that would 
benefit long distance and local walkers. See 
Figure 2. With the recent completion of a 
pedestrian underpass below the south side of 
Wandsworth Bridge, as well as the 
redevelopment of Nine Elms, Putney Bridge 
will be one of the last places (from Richmond 
to London Bridge) at which the Thames Path 
crosses a busy road at surface level. 

 
• A direct linkage between Putney embankment 

and the historic St Mary’s Church, via the little 
used Waterman’s Green. 

 

 

 

• Improved connectivity between the High 
Street and the river, as recommended by the 
recent Town Centre Branding exercise 
commissioned by Wandsworth Council1, See 
Figure 2. The consultants identified the river 
as the unique selling point for Putney, but 
noted that its benefit is diminished by the 
severance caused by the junction between 
Putney High Street and Lower Richmond 
Road. An underpass would assist to resolve 
this severance. 

                                                      
1 Draft report prepared by Mosaic, Strategic Perspectives and 
AR Urbanism. December 2013 

Figure 1 : Pedestrians stranded while crossing Putn ey 
High Street 

Figure 2 : The Thames Path and improved connectivit y between the river and Putney Town Centre 
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2 How can this be achieved ? 
 
The current bridge was designed by civil 
engineer Sir Joseph Bazalgette and was opened 
by the Prince and Princess of Wales on 29 May  
1886. In 1926 it was widened on the eastern side  
and is now the third most busy bridge over the 
Thames in London2. 
 
The approach roads to the bridge are supported on 
vaults beneath Putney High Street and Lower 
Richmond Road. These vaults can be used to create 
a pedestrian underpass. 
 
As shown in Figure 3, it is suggested to use the  
vault closest to the river beneath Putney High 
Street (shaded in red) and the first vault beneath 
Lower Richmond Road (shaded in blue) as the 
pedestrian underpass. This can be achieved by 
breaking through the wall at the western end of 
the Putney High Street vault as shown in Figures 
4 and 5. 
 
The vaults below Lower Richmond Road are owned 
by Wandsworth council and leased to the shop 
premises at 4-6 Putney High Street. These 
premises and their vaults are currently in 
receivership and are vacant. However, planning 
approval has been granted for use of the shops 
and vaults as a restaurant3. 
 
The vaults under Putney High Street are jointly 
owned. The portion below the original bridge belongs 
to the council whereas that below the widened 
section is owned by St Mary’s Church and are used 
as a meeting room and store. See Figures 3 and 4. 
 
Photographs of the vaults are included in Annex 1. 
 
 
3 Technical Feasibility 
 
The elevations of the concerned vaults are similar, 
as too are their cross sections. Both are above the 
high tide level of the Thames and have not been 
known to suffer tidal flooding. See Figure 6.  
 
Their internal dimensions are also similar and 
provide ample width and height for a pedestrian 
passage that would be equivalent to the existing 
underpass on the northern approach to Putney 
Bridge, in Fulham. 
 
The floor level of both vaults are above the level 
of the combined sewer outfall that discharges to 
the Thames beneath the bridge. This can be seen 
in Figure 7. An approximate alignment of the 
sewer is shown in Figure 4. 
 
 

                                                      
2 The busiest bridge is Vauxhall, second Richmond 
3 Planning application no. 2012/1998 

Work to convert the vaults into a pedestrian 
underpass includes the following :- 
• breaking through a 2.4m concrete wall that 

separates the vaults, 
• covering the floor with a suitable durable 

surface material, 
• treating the arched brickwork with an 

appropriate material,  
• pathway surfacing on Waterman’s Green, 
• lighting as required, and 
• upgrading the vault presently used by St 

Mary’s Church as a store to become a 
replacement meeting room (see section 4). 

 

 
4 Vaults beneath Putney High Street  
 
Discussions held with St Mary’s church confirm 
that the vault presently used as a meeting room is 
critical to their operations whereas the vault used 
as a store might be available. Unfortunately the 
latter vault is further away from the river and 
consequently elongates the length of the 
pedestrian underpass as well as introducing an 
unwanted right angle turn at its western end. 
However, if the vault used as a store could be 
refurbished as a substitute meeting room the 
church are willing to consider relinquishing the 
vault used for meetings thus allowing it to be 
converted into an underpass. 
 
There is a potential gain with this arrangement. At 
present only the front section of the vault is used 
as a meeting room, whilst the rear section is 
vacant. Ownership may be the prime reason, but 
also, with only one exit, fire and ventilation 
regulations may prohibit the use of the rear 
section. Providing that an additional exit can be 
created at the rear of the replacement meeting 
room it would be possible for the entire vault to be 
utilised as one or more meeting rooms with a floor 
area more than double that which currently exists. 
This is shown in Figures 4 and 5.  

Vault used by 
St Mary’s 
Church, as a 
meeting room 

Figure 3 : Plan of vaults under bridge approaches 
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Figure 5 : Plan showing proposed use of vaults 
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Figure 4 : Plan showing existing use of vaults      (Note, sewer alignment is approximate) 
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