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A load of old cobbles

T
HERE are few sounds more evoca-
tive to the British ear than that of 
horses’ hooves on a cobbled street. 
The rattle of iron against cobble-

stone is as much a part of our national 
collective consciousness as the sweet tang 
of strawberries, the hum of bees in lime trees 
and the scent of dog roses after June rain. 
Many of the nation’s most beloved streets—
Norwich’s Elm Hill, The Shambles in York, 
Rye’s Mermaid Street, Frome’s Catherine Hill, 
Steep Hill in Lincoln, Frenchgate in Richmond, 
North Yorkshire—are cobbled. There’s some- 
thing about the knobbly vernacular style that 
awakens a nostalgia for a past we never knew. 

It’s little wonder that one of our favourite 
television adverts, for Hovis, featured the 
cobbled sweep of Gold Hill in Shaftesbury, 
Dorset, a boy in a flat cap pushing a bicycle 
and the sound of Dvořák’s Symphony No 9. 
In our minds, the cobbled street is either 
bathed in a buttery late-afternoon sunlight 
or glistening beneath gaslight, submerged 
in mist at the start of a Conan Doyle story.

Other nations, it should be noted, have the 
same romantic attachment to cobblestones. 
Paul Gauguin likened his painting style to the 
‘deep, hollow and powerful’ sound of wooden 
clogs on cobbled streets. To Charles Baude-
laire, the sound of logs thumping onto cobbles 
was as much a harbinger of coming winter 
as swooping swallows were the arrival of 
summer and Cyrano de Bergerac hoped his wit 
would flash like spurs striking cobblestones. 
It’s unlikely that anyone has ever been so 
inspired by concrete paving slabs or asphalt.

The Romans built cobbled streets as early 
as the 3rd century BC, but the first ones in 
England began to appear in the 15th century. 
They were a durable alternative to dirt roads 
that, ripped up by a procession of carts and 
livestock, needed constant upkeep and repair. 
Cobbled roads did not rut and drained far 
better than their dirt counterparts, but build- 
ing them was a back-breaking endeavour. 

Cobbles (the name derives from ‘cob’ mean-
ing ‘rounded lump’—hence cob loaves) were 
naturally shaped by water. They had to be 
picked from riverbeds, transported in barrows 
and laid by hand in a massive jigsaw puzzle. 
The celebrated Gold Hill contains 58,000 
cobbles, which gives an idea of the enormity 
of the task. Merely thinking about the bend-
ing involved is enough to bring on lumbago.

A long walk on cobbled streets is likely to 
leave your ankles aching and prolonged cycling 
across them will bump you around until your 
bottom is numb (on the notoriously rugged 
cobbles of Belgium and northern France, 
cyclists may end races with nosebleeds), yet 
they are an excellent surface for horses. It was 
for this reason that a kind of cobble enjoyed 
a wave of popularity in the late 19th century.

Thanks to Sherlock Holmes, we think of 
Victorian London resounding to the rhythmic 
rattle of Hansom cabs on cobbles, but, until 
the 1890s, much of the capital’s road network 
was actually surfaced with wooden blocks. 
These were tough, cheap and hard-wearing, 

Sweetly evocative of a past we never knew, but a nightmare for cyclists, cobbled 
streets were once a lifesaver for our working horses, explains Harry Pearson
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Gleaming through the ages: evening light catches the setts by London’s Tower Bridge

but became slippery and dangerous when wet, 
particularly for workhorses, which could not 
get a purchase on the slick surface. Watching 
the carnage on a rainy day at Ludgate Hill 
in the 1880s, as horses slid and whinnied in 
terror, writer and animal-welfare campaigner 
John Denny speculated angrily that the makers 
of such roads must also be ‘big share-holders 
in a joint stock horse-slaughtering company’. 

The answer was the sett. Unlike the natur-
ally occurring cobble, the sett was a quarried 
oblong of granite, hard sandstone or Yorkstone, 
with six flat sides. The size was calibrated to 
match the length of the average horseshoe 
from heel to toe and many farriers bent down 
the heels of shoes so they would find a grip 
against the edge of the sett, giving greater trac-
tion when pulling a cart, carriage or tram. The 
days of watching workhorses collapse and 
break knees or slide backwards, pulled by the 
weight of their load, were over. The setts had 
another advantage, too: the clatter of hooves 
and iron-rimmed wheels on cobbles served as 
an early-warning system for pedestrians.
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