News from the Highley Initiative

Following our meeting in January, we have made good progress in reviving the Parish Paths Partnership in Highley, in collaboration with Highley Ramblers.


The Parish Paths Partnership (PPP) is a scheme run by the County Council to involve local people in the upkeep of footpaths. Although this is ultimately the responsibility of the County Council, the reality is that the footpath network far exceeds the resources available to Countryside Services to look after it. The PPP provides materials and advice to local communities who in turn provide the labour to  do the work. As local path users are much more aware of the problems of their paths, this represents an effective way of dealing with problems as they arise. The Council retains responsibility for projects to large to be tackled by volunteers. As I have indicated previously in this column, until recently the PPP in Highley was co-ordinated by the late Roy Rose, who regularly kept the Initiative informed of problems and who would approach us (amongst others) for help with working parties. Since his sad death there has been no organised maintenance.


In recent months Highley Ramblers have done a large number of local walks and they have identified a variety of problems. Other concerns have been raised at Highley Parish Council, particularly over undergrowth in the path that leads past Greenhall. Some of the work is probably best done by paid contractors. However, many of the problems are fairly minor; there appear to be a large number of stiles in need of repair and this is something that can readily be done by the PPP. At the meeting Barbara Frost volunteered to take over as the PPP liaison officer for Highley.


Over the next few months a list of problems on footpaths will be drawn up. Barbara will then appeal for volunteers and will arrange for the necessary materials to be supplied through the PPP. Hopefully the work can then be carried out. It was particularly gratifying at the last Initiative meeting to see several individuals who expressed an interest in this work and we are very grateful to them. Barbara will appeal for volunteers for particular jobs through the Initiative and elsewhere. Whilst there is currently a backlog of work waiting to be done, I hope that this can be dealt with speedily and then it will simply be carrying out occasional maintenance. The recent gales have caused some extra problems by bringing down trees; however, work is already in hand to deal with the worst of this.


Peter Atkinson, acting Rights of Way manager for Shropshire County Council was at our January meeting, as was Amanda Hopwood of BHWB, the consultants who are looking at New England. There are particular problems at New England, where horses using the Jack Mytton way have damaged the path from the Donkey Bridge to the road. Peter is in charge of a larger project to enhance the Jack Mytton way, not only in New England but all the way to its start at Prior’s Moor in Billingsley. We hope that some of the funds for this scheme can be used at New England to implement the recommendations of BHWB. The last attempt by the County Council to enhance the Jack Mytton way from Billingsley to New England was something of a disaster, when a damp path was turned into a virtual canal in places. It appears lessons have been learnt from that and the new project will make the path easier to walk.

David Poyner
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The New England Enhancement is funded by the Local Heritage Initiative, a partnership between the Heritage Lottery Fund, Nationwide Building Society and the Countryside Agency.

Public Health and Garden Village
One of the objects of the New England enhancement scheme is to conserve the remains of the sewage works that stand overlooking the Donkey Bridge. 


Why on earth should anyone want to save a sewage works?? There are several reasons. One is very practical. Whenever I take people around New England, the remains always cause interest; brick foundations, a stone retaining wall and a curious metal pole with a hoop around it. Only locals know what it actually was; most think it was something to do with the railways or the mines. The remains are striking and they are part of the history of the site.


Perhaps there are other reasons why we should care about an old sewage works. Life expectancy has more-or-less doubled over the last 100 to 150 years. This has virtually nothing to do with advances in clinical medicine. In fact it is largely due to improvements in public health and hygiene. We no longer live in terror of diseases such as cholera and yet 150 years ago most people could expect to die from some form of infectious disease. One of the  reasons why infectious diseases have largely died out is because of clean water. We owe our health to sewage works.


Infectious diseases go hand-in-hand with large numbers of people. At the start of the Nineteenth Century, when mines trebled the population of Billingsley, mortality soared and the average age at death was around 15. A hundred years later, when the Billingsley Colliery Company built Clee View and Garden Village for miners at their pit, there was barely a blip in the death rate. The reason for this was that the Colliery Company was forced to provide a proper sewage scheme for their houses. This was built at New England. A little more than 10 years before the Highley Mining Company, when building the Streets in the village centre had been able to get away with ash pits and the visits of the night soil cart to deal with what might politely be termed “human waste”. Whilst reasonably effective for small communities if done properly, it was hardly in line with best practice. The Billingsley Colliery Company built a modern plant with a settlement tank and filter beds to allow bacteria to break down the sewerage before it was discharged into the brook.


The New England sewage works ended up as an epic saga, taking almost 10 years and two companies to complete. The Billingsley Colliery began by building Clee View; in 1913 they bought a small patch of land at New England for their sewage works. The present ruins appear to be the filtration beds; the settlement tank is much higher up the bank, forming a well. Shortly afterwards work began on Garden Village. The company seemed to hope the District Council  would take over the sewage works, but in this they were to be sadly disappointed. Not only did the District refuse to take over the scheme, they insisted the Company expand it to accommodate the new houses at Garden Village. It seems the original works were obsolete almost as soon as they were finished. A larger works were started a little to the north-west of the old works in 1915. Almost immediately this had been done, the Billingsley company sold out to the Highley Mining Company who inherited the sewage works as well as Billingsley Colliery. It was now deep in wartime, Garden Village was not a priority and little was done until 1919. The works were not finished until the spring of 1920, at which time the new houses in Garden Village were declared fit for habitation by the council and the old works were closed. The sewage works operated until about 1950, when it was replaced by one at Wrens Nest. 


The New England works reflect the great advances in public health and also the battles between the District Council and developers 90 years ago. Sewage works can be interesting!
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