History on the Hoof helps local Access

Report by Cosi Towneley on the Territorial Army Ride to raise funds for the Army Benevolent Fund

Between 23rd – 30th July seven military men followed in the near hoof prints of Prince Rupert’s horsemen to ride from Altcar, Nr Southport to the site of the Civil War battle of Marsden Moor (1644) near York.  It was a joint fundraising effort in aid of the Army Benevolent Fund (ABF) by the Lancashire & Yorkshire committees.  The BHS Lancashire County Committee was delighted to be asked to find them a route from the coast to the Yorkshire border.  A very illuminating exercise it proved to be.  The lack of any cohesive bridleways, or bridleways at all for that matter, around our urban centres meant we had to subject the party to two days of uninspiring road work.  Scarcely an encouragement to further explore the Lancashire countryside and a sad indictment on the continuing attitude of local council’s to the need for the creation of cohesive off road provision for the growing number of equestrians in and around our conurbations.  The third day fared better.  Following a crossing of the River Ribble, no mean feat as an explorative day in chest high waders proved, further complicated by wigs, standards, petticoats and uncooperative feathered hats – the group was lead by Christine Peat, (Regional Access Officer NW) and Cosima Towneley, (ABO, Burnley), from Osbaldeston to Hurst Green, 5miles of track and field all the way.  At Hurst Green the party temporarily took to their transport for a short jump to the Spread Eagle at Sawley, north of Clitheroe for the final 15miles to the Yorkshire border and the evening stop at Coniston Cold.  The party passed through the most wonderful country, over the much disputed bridleway between Sawley to Gisburn, before continuing to Gargrave via Horton.

Along the way we were regaled with exceedingly interesting tales of battle by one of our party – Professor Richard Holmes, famous for his TV documentaries on War Walks.  The history of the battle over the route between Sawley and Gisburn is too long and complicated to mention.  Suffice it to say it is a story too often repeated up and down the country; bridleways lying unused due to the aggressive anti-user, their fragmentation, and lack of gates (stiles on the bridleway!!).  

Huge thanks are in order to those private landowners who allowed us to unite two of the bridleways so that our use of the A59 was mercifully short, and to the Countryside Officers of Lancashire County Council.  Following a detailed report submitted to them in March marking up the various and multitudinous obstructions in our path they quickly and efficiently replaced the ridiculous stiles with good horse gates, properly marked up the route and are in the process of ensuring future riders can enjoy their statutory right of free and unmolested passage along this route.  I hope to be able to announce a successful conclusion to the ongoing problem in a future issue.  

On reaching the border those returning carefully donned red roses as they entered ‘enemy’ territory and trod warily.  Our guided group trod wearily and sat charily - the thought of a further 20 miles the following day looming large in their minds.  Magnificent though the beasts of the Royal Horse Artillery are, they have a long way to go to match the hardiness and good sense of the country cob.  Likewise, those riding over a period of days would be wise to prime those regions subjected to a certain amount of stress to a little preparation!

I salute and congratulate the hardy group of travellers who had raised the profile of the ABF and over £28,000 by the time they left Lancashire.  Long live English equine eccentricity!

Cosima Towneley
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