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Introduction 

This is a story about Old Hill in Tettenhall which was part of the route of the London to Holyhead Road.  

Wikipedia [1] states that this road ran behind the shops at Newbridge, crossed the Staffordshire and 

Worcestershire canal (when built in 1772) and the river Smestow on bridges. Its route then went past the old 

Manor (now Woodfield Heights) and joined Old Hill where the current first house on the left (Ivy House) is 

situated (Figure 1).  This house is at right angles to Old Hill and faces the original road past the old Manor. 

There was then a steep climb to Upper Green.   

 

 

Figure 1. Junction of the old Tettenhall Road and Old Hill. 
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Figure 2. The junction with Old Hill 

Just down from Ivy House are two limestone capped pillars (marked by the cars’ bonnets in Figure 2).  

These are thought to mark the place where the Tettenhall Road joined Old Hill although the current road 

level is considerably above the original level which was similar to that at Lower Green. The ground the 

other side of the wall also slopes down to a similar level. 

The Act of Union between England and Ireland in 1801 resulted in Irish MPs travelling to London via 

Dublin and Holyhead.  Many of them complained bitterly about the state of the road and Thomas Telford 

was chosen as a consulting engineer to find a new route.  

 Because of the problems associated with carriages traversing the steep Old Hill, an alternative route was 

considered by Thomas Telford and the Wolverhampton Trust. Telford favoured a new route through 

Aldersley thus avoiding the ridge altogether whilst the Wolverhampton Trust wanted to blast through the 

ridge resulting in a less steep slope and arriving directly at Upper Green. This work was completed by 1823 

by the Wolverhampton Trust (Thomas Telford had dropped out of the plans due to this dispute about the 

route).  The new route through the Rock was probably a result of political pressure. 
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Figure 3. Map of the area showing the steepness of the ridge at Tettenhall Rock. 

Figure 3 (elevation exaggerated) shows the steepness of Tettenhall Road and Old Hill, also how Telford’s 

route to the north via Aldersley would have used lower ground.  The soil removed from blasting the route 

through the Rock was used as an infill lower down the hill to reduce the overall gradient. 

There are two references to a winding mechanism to help coaches up the slope of Old Hill.   

Hancock [2] says  

“There had been many complaints about Tettenhall Hill, the present Old Hill and Upper Street.  Telford’s 

surveyor was particularly sharp about it in his report to the Parliamentary Committee.  There were certainly 

many accidents upon it, especially in the bad weather.  One such involved a wagon heavily laden with grain 

whose chain locking one of the rear wheels snapped.  The chain horse broke clear, but the shaft horse was 

flung against the gable of the Ivy House and was killed when the wagon ran away.  A similar accident led to 

the death of another horse in the sandpit almost opposite to the Ivy House.  There was, of course, great 

difficulty in getting the heavier vehicles up the hill.  No doubt passengers got out and walked up, but even so 

it’s hard to visualise a carriage getting up so steep a hill.  Some have spoken of oxen stabled at the bottom of 

the hill whose task it was to help the vehicles up, while there’s a persistent tradition of a winch at the top, 

just opposite the Rock Hotel.  It’s possible of course, and I’ve great respect for local tradition, but it’s 



WAG Report No 46 Tettenhall Horse Winch Page 7 

 

strange if that were the case that Telford, in his cross examination by the Committee about the hill, never 

mentioned it.  It would surely have been a valuable bit of evidence concerning the steepness of the hill. “ 

 

Raven [3] commenting on a photograph of the top of Old Hill says that there is a village tradition that a 

winch was situated here to haul the coaches up the hill. 

Horse winch or Horse Gin? 

Local people in Tettenhall refer to this as a horse gin which infers that it is a winding mechanism powered 

by a horse rather than a winch for pulling horses up the hill.  Horse gins were well known at the time for 

providing a simple and cheap power source for collieries, threshing corn and pumping water (Ellowes[4],  

Patching[5]).  Irishwasa[6] shows a typical mechanism.  A pawl and ratchet can be clearly seen which stops 

movement in the opposite direction, also part of the gearwheel mechanism on the winding shaft which 

converts rotation to vertical rotation needed for winding.. 

Where was it situated? 

Old Hill has a straight section at the beginning and a right hand bend near the top.  A winch would need to 

pull in a straight line unless there was some mechanism for taking the power round a corner.  A line drawn 

along the straight section of Old Hill and going straight on where the road bears right reaches the current 

Ostler’s cottage, at the top of the hill opposite the Rock Hotel as Hancock reported, (Figure 4).   

 

Figure 4. Proposed route of the Horse Gin 
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The area was wooded at this time and only enclosed around the 1820s.  Evans[7] says that the previous 

owner of Ostler’s cottage rebuilt the front garden wall and reburied “a 15 inch gear wheel which freely 

rotated on a shaft”.  An example  of the type of gear wheel is shown in Figure 5.  She had also reached the 

same conclusion about the route and annotated it on a map of the area (Figure 6).  This also shows the route 

of the Tettenhall Road where it crosses Smestow Brook and its journey past Woodfield Manor to its junction 

with Old Hill. 

 

Figure 5. The type of gear wheel found at Ostler's cottage 
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Figure 6. Evans’ Proposed route for the horse gin. 
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This route is confirmed on Yates Map of Staffordshire, 1799 (Figure 7) where it is shown crossing the 

Smestow brook and Henwood Road at New Bridge, but its subsequent route compared with modern roads is 

not clear. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 7 Part of Yates map of Staffordshire 
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Figure 8 Suggested early route around Lower Green 

However, two residents of Tettenhall independently claim that the route turned right onto the Henwood 

Road and went round Lower Green before entering Old Hill.  Lower Green is several tens of metres lower 

than the current entrance to Old Hill on the Tettenhall Road which was raised when the new road was cut 

through the Rock to lessen the gradient.  This means that Old Hill would have had a steep gradient right 

from the start. The new more direct route as detailed by Wikipedia [1] would have entered Old Hill at a 

higher level thus lessening the overall gradient. Figure 8 shows the route around Lower Green (the red 

arrows around Lower Green indicate this suggested older route and the black arrow shows the later, more 

direct route to Old Hill). 
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Archaeology 

Ostler’s cottage was built in 1812 and replaced other buildings in the area so the site of the original horse gin 

could have been associated with these.  With the kind permission of Dr and Mrs Cockburn, the current 

owners, we were given permission to dig test pits. 

 

Figure 9. Ostler's cottage 

Figure 9 shows the front view of Ostler’s cottage.  The previous owner said that when he found the gear 

wheel, he reburied it in front of the left hand bay window.  However, gradiometry found a large signal 5m 

from the right hand wall with little response anywhere else.  It was decided to dig a 1m square test pit at this 

point.  A second test pit was subsequently dug opposite the left hand bay window where the previous owner 

recalled burying a 15cm gear wheel. 

Results 

Test Pit 1 

The soil was removed and searched for evidence of human occupation.  Because the soil had already been 

disturbed (it had been dug out and replaced when the wall was rebuilt) there were no valid contexts so 

everything was recorded as one spit. Excavation was continued to a depth of 90cm where metal objects were 

found near the front wall.  A table of finds may be seen in Appendix A. 

Pottery 

The pottery ranged from Post Medieval (24 pieces) to Modern (27 pieces).  Post Medieval pottery ranged 

from  1600 to 1800 (Midlands Blackware) and the other Post Medieval pottery agreed with this range. 
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Pipes 

A pipe bowl with WS stamped on the spur was identified as a Broseley pipe made by William Savage 

around 1700.  12 fragments of pipe stem were found ranging in bore size from 4 to 8 sixteenths of an inch.  

These were dated according to bore size and the dates ranged from 1650 to 1750.  The mean weighted bore 

was 5.75 sixteenths of an inch giving a most common age of 1711 (Binford[8]) and 1687 (Hanson[8]). 

Metal 

 

Figure 10. Metal items found in Test Pit1. 

 

Figure 10 shows the major metal items found in Test Pit1.   

These were 

 two metal strips embedded in the front wall, a cast iron metal plate, 

a length of iron rod and  

a flat metal plate embedded in the wall. 
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Figure 11.  Cast iron plate 

This plate was found in 2 pieces, overall dimensions were 60cm long and 29cm wide. It was made of cast 

iron strengthened with a flange (see Figures 10 and 11). Two additional strengthening flanges can be seen on 

this side. The plate is asymmetrical  with a small wheel at what is assume to be the bottom and a rectangular 

metal strap (still an integral part of the plate) at the top. There is a concretion just above (to the right) of the 

wheel which is seen as a bolt head on the other side.  The wheel is 9cm in diameter with traces of a tyre so 

would probably have been 4” diameter when in use. 
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Figure 12. Cast iron plate, flange side. 

Test Pit 2 

The previous owners had said that the gear wheel that was found was buried in the front garden opposite the  

window to the left of the porch. 

The soil was removed and searched for evidence of human occupation.  Because the soil had already been 

disturbed (it had been dug out and replaced when the wall was rebuilt) there were no valid contexts so 

everything was recorded as one spit. Excavation was continued to a depth of 90cm 

Pottery 

Most of the sherds found in this pit were Post Medieval (79 pieces) and ranged in date from 1600 to 1800. 

Six large fragments of a Slipware dish with Pie-Crust edging were found (Figure 13).  The largest fragments 

gave a radius for the dish of 17cm. Slipware was produced between around 1640 to 1740. 
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Figure 13 Slipware Dish 

Pipes 

17  fragments of pipe stem were found ranging in bore size from 4 to 8 sixteenths of an inch.  These were 

dated according to bore size and the dates ranged from 1650 to 1750.  The mean weighted bore was 5.08 

sixteenths of an inch giving a most common age of 1737 (Binford[8]) and 1726 (Hanson[8]). 

Metal 

No evidence for the buried gear wheel was found.  One iron peg and 2 brass buttons were found. 

The section of Test Pit 2 shows a clay base with a lot of charcoal which might indicate preparation of the 

ground for building by burning whatever was there at the time, perhaps a wooden structure or scrub but the 

pieces of charcoal are large and numerous so it might indicate the former. On top of that there are some 

larger pieces of stone in a matrix and this layer extends up to a black charcoal band. It contains mortar, 

plaster, tile and other building material so this was probably evidence for the previous structure and was 

demolished (possibly by burning-creating the black layer in the middle of the section). Above that is 

probably the construction material for the current house with any alterations maybe showing in the second 

much thinner black band containing plaster/mortar nearer the top. 
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Discussion 

Both test pits were deep enough to uncover earlier dwellings.  Just under the cast iron metal plate in Test Pit 

1 was found part of some steps and a tiled area.  Test Pit 2 showed areas of burning, demolition and 

construction which would indicate a previous building, possibly wooden. The pottery dates ranged from  

post-medieval  to the 17
th

 century, the pipe stems date from 1650 to 1750. 

Test Pit 1 was dug where the highest recorded signal was obtained by gradiometry and this resulted in a cast 

iron plate being found.  Test Pit 2 was dug opposite the left hand bay window where the previous owner said 

the gear wheel was buried (and where there was only a small signal on gradiometry.  No significant metal 

work was found in this pit. 

 

The cast iron metal plate resembles the plates of winches illustrated in Figure 14, however it is not clear if it 

formed part of a winch or was from a completely different mechanism.  It does have a 4” jockey wheel 

which suggests that it was used to stabilise the plate as it moved around the periphery of a circle.  The 

rectangular slot at the top could have been used to accept a wooden beam. 

 

The plate seems to be far too small (and weak) to be part of a horse winch, but it may have been part of a 

human powered winch where the stresses and strains would have been much less.  Indeed, a hand powered 

winch may not have been important enough to have been recorded by Telford and his co-workers, but could 

still have been of sufficient local importance for it to be remembered by the local residents and passed down 

in folklore. Interestingly, the two historians who recorded it referred to it as a winch whereas the residents 

refer to it as a gin which is usually taken to be a horse powered winch. Perhaps the historians were right. 

 

What other information do we have about the coach route along Old Hill? George Phoenix (1863 to 1935) 

was a local artist who painted scenes in and around the Wolverhampton area.  

 

One painting, now housed in the Wolverhampton Art Gallery shows a view of the upper part of Old Hill 

(Figure 15).  It must have been painted long after the new route was cut through Tettenhall Rock (in 1823), 

probably towards the end of the 19
th

 century.  It is highly atmospheric and shows two horses, one going 

uphill and the other downhill. The Rose and Crown pub is on the left and on the right may be seen part of 

the raised pavement together with the sign for the Rock pub.  

 

Figure 16 is an engraving which illustrates the status of the Rose and Crown as a well known staging post. 
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Figure 14. Examples of winches. 

 



WAG Report No 46 Tettenhall Horse Winch Page 19 

 

 
 

Figure 15 Old Hill by G Phoenix 
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Figure 16 Rose and Crown Staging post. 

Conclusion 

1. The cast iron plate resembles that shown in the examples (figure 14), i.e. part of a framework 

and flanged for strength. 

2. The jockey wheel suggests that the plate moved in a circle and that it was used to stabilise the 

circular motion. 

3. We have not found any part of the winding mechanism. 

4. The cast iron plate is probably too small to be part of a horse powered mechanism but may be 

part of a manually operated winch. 

5. There are no records of a horse gin in the area, but a smaller manually powered winch may 

have been present and recorded in folklore as a horse winch. 

6. We conclude that there was not a horse powered winch (gin) but a manually operated winch 

to help horses and carriages up Old Hill.  
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Timeline 

1720-30 Rock House built 

1772 Staffordshire and Worcestershire canal built 

1757 Thomas Telford born 

1801 act of Union with Ireland 

1812 Current Ostler’s cottage built 

1817-1822 Parliamentary Reports  on the Holyhead Road 

1820 Act of Enclosure 

1823 New road completed through the Rock 

1834 Thomas Telford died 

1863 George Phoenix born 

1935 George Phoenix dies 
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Appendix A, Test Pit 1 

     
Pottery type 

    Unglazed 
    Early black earthenware? 3 

   Coarse black earthenware 3 
   Fine black earthenware 1 
   Midlands Yellow 1 
   Midlands Purple 

    Mottled Brownware 1 
   Brownware 

    Blue and White 8 
   Stoneware 4 
   Slipware 2 
   Stoneware with brown 

pattern 10 
   Modern 17 
   White 3 
   

     

     Window Glass 7 
   Bottle Glass 4 spherical bottle stopper 

  Floor Tiles 1 1 fragment 
  Roof Tiles 

    Tiles unspecified  
    Slate 4 

   Mortar  5 
   Plaster 2 
   Brick 

    Pipe Stems 2 1720-1750 
  

 
3 1720 

  

 
4 1680-1720 

  

 
2 1680 

  

 
1 1650-1680 

  Pipe stem weighted mean 5.375 
   

Pipe bowl 1 

Binford 1711, 
Hanson 1687, 
Heighton 1727 
circa 1700, WS William Savage Broseley 

 Charcoal 1 
   Coal 2 
   Slag 2 
   Bone 

    Shell 
    

Metal 
Cast iron 

plate 
   Worked stone 

    

     Notes S1 Cast iron plate, possibly part of the horse gin 
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Appendix B, Test Pit 2 

     
Pottery type 

    Unglazed 
    Early black earthenware? 
    Coarse black earthenware 11 

   Fine black earthenware 4 
   Midlands Yellow 1 
   Midlands Purple 

    Mottled Brownware 2 
   Brownware 

    Blue and White 23 
   Stoneware 1 
   Slipware 10 
   Stoneware with brown 

pattern 
    Modern 1 

   White 6 
   

     

     Window Glass 5 
   Bottle Glass 3 
   Floor Tiles 

    Roof Tiles 
    Tiles unspecified  
    Slate 1 

   Mortar  
 

BMG 4.46Kg 
  Plaster 

    Brick 
    Pipe Stems 8 1720-1750 

  

 
4 1720 

  

 
2 1680-1720 

  

 
2 1680 

  

 
1 1650-1680 

  Pipe stem weighted mean 5.08 
   

Pipe bowl 
 

Binford 1737, 
Hanson 1726, 
Heighton 1740 
 

 Charcoal 1 
   Coal 

    Slag 
    Bone 
    Shell 
    Metal 
 

2 bronze buttons 
  Worked stone 

    

     

   

      


