Introduction to High Speed Two (HS2) and Ashley, Cheshire

“Unlike much of Greater Manchester, the industrial revolution and all that followed it have had
a comparatively minor effect on what is still very much a rural community.”
(Dairy House Farm, Ashley, 1999)

The focus of this study is local knowledge of the rural English landscape, and how it can be
accessed in order to play its role in the UK’s largest ever infrastructure project, HS2. As a testing
ground, I have chosen the civil parish of Ashley, which lies in the Cheshire green belt on the
southern margins of Greater Manchester (see Figure 1, Ashley parish in red), and is on the route
of Phase 2b of the proposed high-speed rail link from the north of England to London.

Figure 1. the civil parish of Ashley (in red), lies at the southwestern point of the boundary with Greater
Manchester (author’s image using base map from: EDINA Digimap Ordnance Survey Service,
<http://edina.ac.uk/digimap>, created: October 2017, not to scale)

Ashley is already a site of significant transport infrastructures. The 1862 Mid-Cheshire Railway
bisects the village, running north-south. The M56 divides the parish along a west-east
alignment. Runway 2 of Manchester Airport is a significant presence in the landscape
immediately to the southeast, and the proposed HS2 alignment isolates Ashley village between
the new line and the M56. Despite this striking impact of high speed rail proposals on the parish,

Ashley has in part been chosen as a location for this research because it represents an ordinary
rural place on the urban fringe, at once unique and typical. This thesis will therefore draw
conclusions that are applicable to other rural places along the full length of the proposed route,
particularly those adjacent to cities.

Figure 2. Ashley, present day, approximate proposed HS2 Phase 2b alignment in pink (author’s image
using base map from: EDINA Digimap Ordnance Survey Service, <http://edina.ac.uk/digimap>, created:
November 2016, not to scale)

Figure 2 shows a small parish of approximately 8.5 square kilometres, with Ashley village at its
centre (see also Figure 3) and the hamlet of Thorns Green lying to the east, surrounded by a
predominantly agricultural landscape featuring scattered farmhouses and cottages. The river
Bollin forms the border with Greater Manchester, to the north. There are approximately 325
residents, of whom 22% are under 16 and 16% are over 65 years of age (Cheshire Community
Action, 2013). Historically, Ashley was dominated by dairy farming, but now only one herd
remains and just 7% of working age adults are employed in agriculture (Cheshire Community
Action, 2013). Only 54% of housing in the parish is owner-occupied, as compared to a national
average of 64%. This reflects the fact that the Tatton Estate owns a large proportion of the
residential properties here, as well as farm buildings and almost all of the land.

Figure 3. Ashley village and surrounding fields; this image strongly suggests a rural location (image Google
Earth 2D V 9.1.45.7. 53° 21’ 17’N, 2° 20’ 16’W, 1.26 km. http://www.earth.google.com, 26.10.2017)

The parish contains a small number of listed buildings, including what remains of the original
Ashley Hall, dating from 1492. It has a railway station, the Greyhound pub, St Elizabeth’s church
(1880) and a cricket club (1888). There is no longer a village shop, post office, primary school or
filling station. These facilities would once have contributed to a stronger sense of a public village
life, but their continued operation has not been sustainable. Aside from the motorway, the road
network is comprised entirely of unclassified roads. There are a number of public footpaths and
the area is popular with leisure cyclists. There is one public green space in Ashley (see Figure
4), at the centre of the 1960s Hough Green social housing development. As is typical for
developments of the period, this village green consists of a grassed area with a central path, and
has no trees, benches, designated play space for children or social space for adults. Cars are
parked at the margins.

Figure 4. Hough Green, Ashley's public green space, which is known as ‘the village green’, although it is a
relatively recent addition (image Google Earth 3D V 9.1.45.7. 53° 21’ 15’N, 2° 20’ 26’W, 142 m.
http://www.earth.google.com, 2.11.2017)

As Figure 3 illustrates, the M56 motorway, just north of the village, is a significant presence in
Ashley, through noise and air pollution from vehicles, visual impact of the structure and
associated gantries, and traffic flow to and from junctions six and seven. In winter, motorway
traffic is clearly visible and audible from the churchyard, for example, and other parts of the
village. The Victorian railway line has less impact, both visually and in terms of noise.

Figure 5. Aeroplane taking off over Ashley, near Blackshaw Heyes farm. A common sight. Author’s photo,
August 2016

Noise pollution and visual impact from the airport runway (see Figure 5) are significant parts
of everyday life in Ashley, especially on the eastern side. As such, the parish is subject to the
cumulative impact of transport infrastructures, which reduces tranquillity and represents an
urbanising influence. Paradoxically, people here are at the centre of a national and global
transport network, and are soon to become even more so, and yet they are also somewhat
disconnected. There are no bus services or off-road cycle routes, and only one train per hour
from the station. Average distances by road to a Post Office, GP and secondary school are all
significantly higher than national averages (Cheshire Community Action, 2013) as is common in
rural areas.

Figure 6. M56, Ashley, view from Ashley Hall Lane footbridge, authors photo, mid-morning, September 2015

The persisting rural character of the parish is, however, of central importance to understanding
Ashley. Despite the potential for it to appear on maps as if it were an adjunct to Manchester,
dominated by infrastructure (see Figure 6), it is perceived by inhabitants to be part of the
Cheshire countryside (see Figure 7). This is valued by residents and they would seek to retain
this identity (see Chapter Five). The images here presented illustrate that the visual character
of the parish is a complex mesh of a wide variety of urban, suburban and rural typologies. Time
spent in the place, however, does confirm that the rural typology is dominant.

Figure 7. Field pond, viewed from Lamb Lane, Ashley. Evidence of a rural aesthetic, author’s photo, November
2016. This pond lies on the HS2 route.

