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Preface

Paul Oliver

Every country has its vernacular architec-
ture, the buildings of the ordinary people which were
built by themn or by members of their communities.
In many parts of the world the vernacular traditions
are thriving, but in others, notably in the West, they
have declined as mass-produced suburban and high-
rise urban housing has been erected. This is particul-
arly a feature of the cities, but in most western
countries the rural areas have many surviving
vernacular buildings, though they are not always
appreciated. In England however, the rural traditi-
onal houses are generally protected, with a large
proportion of the population living in them. It is the
aspiration of many a suburban family to own “a
little cottage with roses round the door” , and such
houses are much admired by visitors to the United

Kingdom.

England is a small country with a large
population for its size. It has a remarkable variety of
vemnacular styles of building: travel fifty kilometers
in any direction and the building forms and materials
are different. There are a number of reasons why this
is the case, being partly due to the influence of the
Roman, Scandinavian, Teutonic and Gallic cultures
who invaded and settled in the islands over a period
of a thousand years. But the available resources were

also important, with timber from the forests, wattles
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from the riversides and clay from the ground
being widely used. So much so, that the most
dramatic “half-timbered” wood-framed houses came
to symbolise traditional Britain. The house in which
the poet william shakespeare lived still stands at
stratford-upon-Avon, and is a typical example of the
timber-framed vernacular houses of Warwickshire.
This is a region some seventy kilometers north of

Oxford. Between them lie the Cotswolds.

Deriving from the west Saxon word weald,
the word “wold” is used to describe large tracts of
open, hilly, “rolling” countryside, while the prefix

“ Cots ” may refer to cotes, the stone-walled
enclosures in which the large fiocks of sheep were
protected from cold winter winds and snow. Much of
the Cotswold region is wooded, though the soil is
thin and does not support intensive agriculture, for
just below the surface soil there is limestone. The
Cotswolds form an 80-kilometer section in the great
arc of the limestone belt which extends from the
Dorset coast in the south-west of England to the
Yorkshire moors in the north-east of the country.
Consequently, the limits of the Cotswolds are mot
sharply defined, but this sector of the limestone arc
is notable for its overall topography. Like a stone
slab which has been lifted on one edge, it slopes
from a steep escarpment to the west and north, to a
low plain as it meets the broad valley of the river

Thames to the south and east.

It is not a region that was developed in
recent times; there were Bronze Age settlements in

the Cotswolds 3500 years ago, and the Romans left
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their mark in the early years of the Christian era. But
the Cotswolds became significant as subsistence
cultivation was largely replaced by extensive sheep
farming to meet the demands for fine quality wool for
the weaving industry in Europe. The hardy

“Cotswold Lion” sheep which were bred in vast
numbers on the grassy slopes of the wolds, brought
prosperity to the region in the 12 th and 13 th
centuries. As a result the region enjoyed a period of
expansion and building. Though the forests had been
diminished by former settlers, sufficient had
rematined for timber-framed housing to be common,
and only the monasteries, the churches and the manor
houses were built in stone. In the Cotswolds as in
most of England, the manorial system introduced by
the Normans from France in the eleventh century,
persisted. Typically, a village would have a church at
its centre, often on a hill, and nearby a large house in
which the “lord of the manor™ lived. It would also
have a tavern which sold drinks and acted as a social

centre for the villagers.

With the expansion of the wool and textile
industries in Europe the Cotswolds went into a
period of decline, but the Great Fire of London in
1666 contributed to a new period of prosperity as
Cotswold stone was used in rebuilding the city. With
agricultural reform and renewed wealth, with
operating quarries and many skilled craftsmen, much
of the timber building was replaced by building in
stone. Ranging from light orange in the north to a
warm grey in the west, Cotswold stone varies in its
suitability for carving as it does in its colour

Decorative moulding can be seen on the buildings of
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the west, and the famous “wool churches” , paid
for and built by successful merchants, are finely
detailed. Occasionally, roofs are thatched but the
majority are clad with overlapping stone tiles,
graded from ridge to eaves. Manors and churches,

houses and

barns and sheep-cotes, field
walls and bridges are all built in local stone, giving a
remarkable sense of harmony and unity to the

landscape.

Though there had been studies of the
geology of the region there was nothing on its
architecture until Guy Dawber and W. Galsworthy
Davie publised their Old Cottages, Farmhouses and
Other Stone Buildings in the Cotswold District in
1904. Except for monographs on manor houses and
churches, little has been written about the traditional
architecture since then. Instead, there are many
guidebooks for walkers and holiday visitors, and
innumerable picture books. Cotswold vemnacular
architecture deserves more systematic research, but
writers have had difficulty in finding a basis on
which to select buildings for examination. That is
why I am so pleased to introduce The Windrush
Spring Settlements by Degang Wang. While study-
ing for his Master’s degree in the International
Studies in Vernacular Architecture course at Oxford
Brookes University, Degang Wang saw the impor-
tance of the rivers, such as the Coln, the Evenlode
and the Windrush, in the siting of the farmhouses
and villages. He recognised that the limestone was
common to them, but that it was the rivers that
established a logical association between the settle-

ments. At the foot of the valley on whose southern
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bank was his favourite Cotswold town of Burford,
flowed the river Windrush, and it was its “spring
settlements” that he chose as the basis of his study

of a Cotswold vernacular tradition.

Degang Wang has brought a discerning
mind to his work, with an interest in geology, a
strong sense of history, the perceptions and
knowledge of an architect and the objectivity of a
member of a different culture. But he also developed
a love of the Cotswolds and a symparthetic
understanding of the lifeways and values of those
who created its vernacular architecture tradition. His
work is an important contribution to the study of the
subject and requisite reading for those who will

follow him in its documentation and interpretation.
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Abstract

The purpose of this essay is to analyse the native formations of the vernacular
architecture of the River Windrush area, which contain and represent the characteristics of the
Cotswolds in whole, and to attempt to lay a foundation for the further comparative studies

through this case study.

The method of analysis is that draws some basic principles on the basis of the local
physical environment and farming economy, which influence the forms and growth of houses
and settlements, and uses the existed buildings and their groups to demonstrate the points
made.

The natural phenomena in the River Windrush area influence the local farming
economy, forms of settlements and styles of buildings. The weathering of limestones gives
the Windmsh land a thin brash soil, which makes an excellent sheep country environment.
The development of woollen industry coming from the wool gives this area rich potentialities
in fleece income, this accounts for the ubiquitous use of stone as the main construction
material, and influences the forms of Windrush buildings and settlements based on the relief
environment and river valley. The forms and growth of the buildings, villages and towns in
the River Windrush area associate with its natural formations, farming economy and culture
having the prolonged individualities. Limestone is the main feature characterising the
Windrush hills and Windrush buildings. The techniques of the limestone are used at all parts
of the building construction. The buildings of the River Windrush area constitute a consistent

sub-regional tradition contains and represents many characteristics of the Cotswolds.
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