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Post-medieval 

Plate 5: The Old Market Hall 

By the 18th century Bilston had become a 
focus for the metal-working industry 
producing buckles, clock cases and 
painted enamel objects. Coal mining 
increased dramatically in scale toward 
the end of the 18th century and the first 
blast furnace for the production of iron 
was opened in 1762. By 1830 Bilston is 
said to have produced more iron than the 
whole of Sweden - then one of the 
foremost ironmaking nations in Europe 
(Cockin 2000). 

The last quarter of the 18th century saw 
the rapid industrialisation of Bilston (Fig. 
3). The population increased from 3,875 
people living in 775 houses and cottages 
in 1771 to 24,188 in 1871 (Collins 
1991). In 1824 Bilston was officially 
designated as a market town by an Act of 
Parliament. The rapid industrialisation 
and resulting increases in population lead 
to overcrowding and insanitary 
conditions which culminated in two 
devastating outbreaks of the Asiatic 
Cholera. 

The first outbreak occurred in 1832 and killed one in twenty of the population (Fig. 4). A 
second outbreak in 1849 resulted in over 700 deaths. As a result of the Cholera outbreaks 
in 1850 the Bilston Improvement Act was passed which established a board of 
commissioners and a local board of health in order to improve conditions and to maintain 
and regulate the market (Collins 1991 ). 

8.0: Mapping and documentary evidence 

1799 An undated copy of a hand drawn map originally dating to 1799 (Fig. 3) shows 
the major streets of the town, with some land divisions, but very little detail of the 
town centre. Broad areas are demarcated as containing buildings and gardens, but 
only a few buildings are represented and those very simply. The area of the 
proposed development site is located within the northern part of a rectangular plot 
of land recorded as being 4 acres, 2 rods and 1 0 perches in size. The area of land 
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is designated on the map as containing buildings and gardens but no further detail 
is provided. 

1832 The cholera map of 1832 (Fig. 4) shows more detail of the town centre, with the 
street plan and built up areas represented, but the buildings are stylised and poorly 
defined and individual property divisions are not marked. The market place is 
clearly labelled on this map, and remained in the same use until the later 20th 
century. Vine Street, or at least its predecessor, is clearly visible running along the 
northern side of the market place. Buildings are also depicted running along the 
northern side of Vine Street with the frontages overlooking the market. The area 
of the market forms a rectangular plot of land lying between Church Street on the 
west and later Market Street to the east. The area occupied by the market 
adjoining Church Street is distinctly narrower and appears to respect a series of 
buildings which run along the eastern side of the street and their associated back 
plots. No structures are represented within the area of the market place itself. The 
market place is shown divided into two parts, eastern and western, a separation 
which has survived almost unaltered up to the present day. 

1836 First edition Ordnance Survey plan one inch to one mile (Fig. 5). 

1839 The Timmis map of 1839 (Fig. 6) is the earliest map to show property divisions 
within the town centre, and the detail on this map suggests it is fairly accurate. 
The proposed development site is again identified as the market place. Its 
location, extent and morphology appear to remain unchanged. A series of four 
elongated rectilinear structures, running northwest-southeast are now recorded on 
the western market plot. The eastern plot has not yet been built-over. Along the 
eastern front of Vine Street, a number of buildings (also shown on the First 
Edition 1 :2500 Ordnance Survey map, Fig. 7) can be seen, including buildings 
later identified as the Vine Inn and Shakespeare Inn public houses. To the south 
and southwest of the site, the area of the market place is still depicted as lying 
within open fields. No tithe apportionment number is given for the field directly 
adjacent to the market. 

1887 The First Edition Ordnance Survey map of 1887 (Fig. 7) shows considerable 
development within Bilston. Many of the structures recorded on the 1839 map can 
still be identified and are recorded in greater detail. Of particular note are the two 
public houses, the Vine Inn and Shakespeare Inn, which lie along the area of Vine 
Street, opposite the southern section of the market place. Both these structures can 
be clearly identified on the 1839 map despite its limited detail. To the south and 
southwest of the proposed development site considerable development has taken 
place, including the construction of Bilston Foundry immediately adjacent to the 
southern end of the market place. Further to the west, and fronting onto Market 
Street was mapped a terrace of six houses, with a central accessway running from 
the street front to a yard area at the rear. The market place itself had changed little 
apart from the construction of a series of elongated subsidiary structures on the 
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area. 





junction of the main streets by the church. The Overas cross or Upper cross which 
appears to have been a cross house, remained until c 1825 and was probably located close 
to Toll Gate House at the Swan Bank end of High Street (Fig. 4). The market as it 
survives today was probably established on its present site as a result of the Market Act 
passed in 1824, which empowered the village/town commissioners to form a large market 
place in which markets could be held every Monday and Saturday, and once the profits 
from this market were sufficient to erect a town hall (White 1851 ). 

As Bilston expanded into the medieval period the township appears to have expanded on 
the northeast-southwest alignment along Church Street and High Street. The post
medieval period saw rapid development to the south of Bridge Street with Oxford Street 
becoming the main bridging point across Bilston Brook in 1809. It is likely that the 
construction of Oxford Street may well have resulted in the destruction of some of 
Bilston's earliest historic remains. The construction of a new road from Lichfield Street 
to Wolverhampton also saw the re-establishment of the former northwest-southeast 
London to Chester routeway. This routeway, the 'New Road' becomes a focus for 
development in the early 1900s. 

10.0: Conclusions 
The development site lies within the historic core of Bilston, designated an Area of 
Archaeological Importance. It seems likely that the development at Market Way lies 
outside the area which might reasonably be expected to contain archaeological evidence 
of Bilston's earliest Anglo-Saxon origins. The medieval township however was 
essentially a linear settlement running along the length of Church Street and High Street. 
The close proximity of the proposed development to the historic centre of medieval 
Bilston suggests that this area was occupied during the medieval period. It is likely that 
any features may relate to structures formerly fronting onto High Street/Church Street. 

Remains associated with cottage industries may also survive within the proposed 
development area, as well as evidence of early mining activity. Remains relating to the 
early industrial history of Bilston are of particular importance, and it is likely that post
medieval remains relating to this activity will be encountered. Of a number of post
medieval sites recorded within the area by the SMR a glassworks (BCSMR 9464) is of 
particular note. While its actual location is uncertain this site is of particular importance 
to the understanding of glass manufacture within the region. 
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