
Going 
underground
Hidden passageways, ancient tunnels and urban legends;  
from Edinburgh to Paris, there are cities hidden beneath  
our streets that tell a macabre tale of the past 
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When I was small, I went on a school trip 
to see a recreated archaeological dig 
site. I remember being utterly confused. 
How could a house just be dug up? How 
could it still have walls, and pots in the 
kitchen, and door-frames? I was unable to 
comprehend how a building could simply 
be covered over and left for hundreds of 
years, to be rediscovered in this century. 
Now I’m an adult, there’s still something 
thrilling in finding ghost cities underneath 
the places we live in; tunnels snaking 
underneath streets, hiding stories and 
secrets – and you don’t even need  
a shovel to find them

Until the 18th century, the boundary of 
Edinburgh was defined by city walls, 
meaning outward expansion wasn’t an 
option. Houses were built up and up on 
top of each other along steep streets, with 
some buildings reaching eight storeys 
high. Front rooms on higher floors became 
passageways between buildings, and each 
level acted as a street of its own. Hundreds 
of people lived in these labyrinthine 
streets, the most famous was Mary King’s 
Close, which can still be visited today. In 
the 17th century, Edinburgh’s Old Town 
planners decided to invest in the area, 
and build a grand Royal Exchange. They 
levelled out the old streets that had 
followed Edinburgh's hilly terrain, and used 
the lower levels of housing as foundations 
for the new buildings, effectively leaving 
behind an underground maze of unused 
buildings and businesses – a ghost town. 

Then, in 1648, came the Black Death. 
It’s thought that as many as half of the 

city’s 35,000 residents died. Urban legend 
suggests that brutal measures were taken 
to contain the spread of the plague, and 
Mary King’s Close was bricked up. 300 
people, many of them too poor to flee, 
were left inside to die. These days, you can 
go on tours of the underground caverns, 
but only if you dare, Edinburgh is said to 
be the most haunted city in the UK.

Another walled city, Exeter’s 
underground tunnel network has a much 
less morbid history. Its vaulted tunnels 
were built to bring water into the city, and 
are the only ones of their type remaining 
in the UK. First built in 1346, the medieval 
passages stretch 425 metres under the 
streets, with newer parts built in the 18th 
century. Most of the water was used for a 
public fountain called The Great Conduit, 
which provided drinking water to the poor. 
Exeter’s richer inhabitants mostly drank 
wine and beer, and some had water piped 
into their houses. About 80 per cent of 
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curiosities

the tunnels are still intact and open to the 
public. But, be warned, you’ll be wearing a 
fetching hard hat on your tour, and you’ll 
have to breathe in – some of the tunnels 
are a tight squeeze!

Paris has the best known and biggest, 
network of underground passages – 
the Catacombs. As the city grew, its 
cemeteries became too full. In 1780, 
after a house wall next to Les Innocentes 
Cemetery collapsed under the weight of 
the grave adjoining it, a law was passed 
forbidding the burial of more bodies in 
Paris’s cemeteries. To remedy the problem, 
it was decided the city’s old mining 
passageways would be rebuilt, extended 
and used as an ossuary. Every night, a 
procession led from the cemeteries to the 
entrance of the catacombs, and some six 
million inhabitants of Paris’s cemeteries 
were transferred to the tunnels. Although 
you can go on tours of the Catacombs, 
many miles of the tunnel network are 

off-limits, although there are entrances 
hidden all over Paris. Bands have 
performed down there in secret, it’s a 
frequent party location, and a group of 
“urban experimenters” puzzled police 
by building a full-sized, fully-functioning 
cinema in one of the caverns.

If the bones of six million Parisians 
aren’t enough for you, Palermo’s 
catacombs are home to the largest 
collection of mummies in the world. 
Capuchin monks excavating the crypts 
below their cemetery created the 
catacombs there. In the years that 
followed, it became a symbol of wealth 
to be buried there, and between 1600 
and the 1920s, around 8,000 bodies, 
and 1,200 mummies have been placed in 
the underground halls. Imagine what my 
younger self would have thought, had 
she known it was more than just houses 
that could be discovered underneath 
the streets of cities so close to home. 
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