News from the Highley Initiative

We now have the draft report from BHWB on New England. The main recommendations are listed below.

New England Cottages Remove limited amount of tree and scrub growth from the back lane and within the cottages, to create a new path.  Consider providing small amount of low-key interpretation

Layby/roadside Widen and lengthen layby by the brook; provide sealed gravel or as dug ballast surface; retain bank where necessary with low timber structure.  

Gully (at the upper end of the site, currently used for dumping rubbish). Create a new hedge around here to stop tipping.  Consider doing away with pull-in at top of site, and planting area. Protective fencing required. Clear rubbish out of ravine. Cut back modern surface water drain pipe so that not so obtrusive; consider building stone lintel over outfall to match original.

Jack Mytton Way Widen path to 3m, with as dug ballast surface if possible, and timber edging. Consider use of stepped ramp in steepest area.  Take care to avoid damage to tree roots.

Donkey Bridge In consultation with the County, commission an artist to design new railings for the Donkey Bridge, in keeping with the bridge’s robust but elegant design, and reflecting the history of the site. Consider providing matching railing to the footbridge near the ford.

Area opposite cottages (Old cottage gardens) Thin areas of scrub in rotation. This will expose areas of historic interest and improve plant diversity.

Lower sewage works
(between the cottage gardens and the brook). Monitor use of site; if there is increased access to this area consider providing low key timber seating.

Upper sewage works
(Overlooking the Donkey Bridge). Carry out further site investigations to establish condition of retaining wall and other structures. Construct new 1m high timber retaining wall at base of stone wall. Fill back of wall, and top with soil. Remove self-seeded trees and other vegetation from brick platforms. Remove bricks from upper brick platform to match level of lower platform. Construct new edging to area, preferably in timber. Surface seating area with as-dug ballast. Provide robust timber bench type seating. Provide interpretation board. Carry out small amount of thinning/coppicing of woody vegetation below seating area to open up narrow view to Donkey Bridge.

Establish a maintenance agreement with Bridgnorth District Council to ensure the site remains tidy.

There will be an exhibition in the library based on the report’s findings from Monday 19th May, running all week. This will be followed by an all-day manned exhibition at the Welfare Hall, when the consultants will be present to answer questions about the plans. Any comments on the scheme will be considered and the final report will be issued at the end of June. If this proves satisfactory to the District Council, we will then seek funding to implement it.

David Poyner, Highley Initiative   

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.
New England Cottages

In the undergrowth, by the side of the road at New England, can be made out the foundations of a row of 11 stone cottages; almost that is left of the small settlement that once flourished down there. Today New England is a quiet isolated spot, but at the start of the 19th Century it was very different. Coal mines and a blast furnace were at work in Billingsley, in the fields close to the Cape of Good Hope, and a horse-worked tramway was busy moving the products of these enterprises to the Severn in Highley. The tramway followed the Borle Brook and so New England would have been a busy place.


The industry in Billingsley caused its population to quadruple in size and cottages must have sprung up everywhere. The owners of the colliery had bought land at New England when the mines first started working in 1794 and it was probably in 1807 they decided it would be a good place to build some houses. The inhabitants would be faced with a 20 minute uphill walk each day to get to work, but that would not have been considered any great hardship. It seems that initially about 16 cottages were built; a row of perhaps 10 facing the road and another row of 6 at right angles to it, on the flat land to the north of the road between it and the brook. Unfortunately, the mines at Billingsley closed in 1812 and in that year the majority of the cottages were empty. Expansion at another mine in Highley ensured that numbers recovered, but when that also closed in 1823 the population of the whole area shrank. The cottages must have been damp and isolated and were not attractive propositions. By 1841 it seems only six families were living there. At this stage at least part of the second terrace at right angles to the road was still standing. However, the decline in population continued and by 1851 if it was still standing it must have been ruinous, as the census enumerator recorded only five dwellings occupied with another five empty. At about this time the landowner, Edwin Evans, pulled down three houses, perhaps the last remains of the second terrace but also built another house, presumably on the end of the row parallel to the road. The original houses each appear to have been about 20’x 22’, making them very small. It is possible that during the mid-Nineteenth Century, a family might have occupied more that one of the original cottages to give themselves more space. In 1870 mining started again at Billingsley and the next year there were 9 families in the houses. With the opening of Highley Colliery in 1878 the area began to grow rapidly and suddenly the old cottages at New England were once again in demand. In 1881 all eleven were occupied, with three lodgers living there in addition to the families. In 1901 they were bursting; 66 individuals were crammed into the terrace; an average of two people per room or 8 sq yards of floorspace per person. 


Gradually, new houses were built in Highley, first in the village then at Garden Village and these must have helped take the pressure off New England. Mrs Davies, of Wilkins Close, was born in New England and recalls 8 families living there during the First World War. She remembers it being very quiet, with only a few horse and carts passing by along the road. Water came from a spring on the other side of the brook. It was eventually the construction of houses in Garden Village that brought about the demise of New England. The land opposite was used for a sewage works and in 1917 the District Council condemned the houses. Some moved into the Streets in the village but Mrs Davie’s family with others went to Clee View. They were moved by horses and waggon belonging to Jim Breakwell, a local haulier. The cottages were demolished but for many years served as an unofficial quarry for anyone who wanted stone. 

David Poyner

