News from the Highley Initiative

At our February meeting, we were hoping to have a presentation on the new Wheelz Recycling unit that has just opened at the Netherton Workshops. This is run by the County Council with the aim of providing new training and employment opportunities in Highley as well as providing a useful bicycle repair, recycling and hire outlet. It was located in Highley because of the amount of regeneration activity currently going on in the village and also to support our tourism projects. It is nice to know that some of our projects are encouraging others to invest in the village. Unfortunately, due a misunderstanding over the dates, we have had to defer the presentation. However, it did give us the chance to catch up on a number of other issues.


The revived Parish Paths Partnership is starting to become active. Barbara Frost described how the survey work, to identify problem areas was progressing. Fortunately nothing too drastic has been identified so far. We have always continued with a low-level of activity on footpaths (in the last month we have repaired a stile, removed some fallen branches and put up a new finger post) and it looks like this has stopped any drastic deterioration.


We spent a considerable time discussing the appearance of the village. Some of this relates to what might be termed the “built environment”. A long time ago we discussed the extent of the Conservation Area in Highley. This is very extensive and seems to cover most parts of the village that predate the 2nd World War. However, the great weakness of the Conservation Area is that there has never been any funds available to pay for the more expensive type of property maintenance that older buildings merit if they are to retain their character. We previously recognised that there was an argument for a smaller area, perhaps concentrating on the pre -1st World War areas, backed up by grants. It is possible that this idea may be back on the agenda, depending on the success of grant applications. If so, it should be examined carefully but it could bring real benefits. We would also like to see this linked to a design statement for Highley. Again, this is something that we have long talked about, but a code that was drawn up after public consultation to guide the planning inspectors and builders could be very important in protecting the character of the village.


We also spent some time discussing the open spaces in Highley; both large areas such as the Rec and also small patches of greenery. These are very important in shaping the appearance of a community and can also be the sites of features such as seats and planting baskets. For the publically owned spaces, we hope grant money might be available, perhaps as part of the investment in the new Community Centre. We particularly liked the idea of a bandstand on the Welfare Ground; whilst this would not be cheap, it would be a very valuable community facility. We will do what we can to push this scheme forward. For some of the other land, we hope private sponsorship might be available. 

Summer Pride is trying to get hold of some sandstone blocks to build two planting beds under the wheels at either end of the village. We hope this will add to the colourful display that greets people as they drive into Highley.
David Poyner
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The Building of the Billingsley Railway

As part of the Local Heritage Initiative grant for New England, the history of the site is being documented. This month I want to deal with the railway that ran by it. Strictly speaking, the railway is outside the area of study, as it is on the Billingsley and Kinlet banks of the brook. However, it has played a very important part in shaping the history of the site.


One of the problems over the ages that has faced any local coal mine has been to get its coal away to the markets. In the late 19th Century, that required a rail connection. Thus, when there were attempts in the 1870s to open a large coal mine at Billingsley, it is not surprising that it included a railway line running up the Borle Brook and so to the colliery. Although this was planned in the early 1870s, financial problems meant that nothing was done until October 1880. In that month work was started by the Staffordshire firm of Drew and Pickering on a railway connection from the Severn Valley just past Brooks Mouth Viaduct up to New England and beyond. The first sod was cut with some ceremony, as befitted most Victorian railway schemes and within a few months the contractors had completed earthworks as far as New England. Then they realised the Billingsley Colliery Company had no money to pay them. Work stopped and in October 1881 the contractors appear to have sold off all the materials of the uncompleted line in an effort to get some of their money back. For the next thirty years the redundant earthworks stood as a monument to the dubious dealings that so often marked the history of mining in Billingsley.


In 1910 a new company invested large sums of money in Billingsley Colliery. Initially the idea was to build a railway west to the Cleobury Mortimer and Ditton Priors line, picking up on a scheme that had been authorised a few years before. However, this fell through and so the Borle Brook scheme was revived, albeit with some modifications. This time the contractors were Messrs Caffin & Co. The company set up their offices at Borle Mill, where huts were built for the navvies. The first work was probably to make good the old earthworks and work up from the connection with the SVR at Brooks Mouth. This seems to have been in September 1911. However, by January 1912 the contractors had a presence at New England as local craftsman started delivery to that site. Two bridges needed to be built to send the line back and forth over Bind Brook on its way to Priors Moor in Billingsley. The main sandstone quarry for the line was also opened just south of New England; this would have been needed for all the bridge abutments and it may have been opened in late 1911, connected to the rest of the railway by a temporary track. Another office was opened at New England.


Work did not all go smoothly on the railway. Late August of 1912 was very wet and John Derricutt, the local wheelwright and builder noted in a letter how “rain has taken the bridge down and smothered up the steam navvy”. It also caused embankments to slip, probably on the section between New England and Priors Moor. This was the new part of the line that Caffin had to cut. However, by January 1913 the line was present in some form to the screens at Priors Moor and it was officially opened in April.  The intention was to extend northwards from New England to another mine at the Hook, but the First World War put a stop to that. The new line had cost £37,000; Billingsley Colliery closed in September 1921. The railway lasted until 1937, serving a coal wharf at Priors Moor.
David Poyner
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