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As many of you will by now be 
aware, it is with great reluctance that 
I have decided to stand down as 
Chairman at the next Annual 
General Meeting in May.  This is 
therefore likely to be my last View 
From The Chair. 
 
This has not been an easy decision 
but with two health scares in the last 
6 months I must, for once some will 
say, listen to my wife and family and 
reduce my extra-mural activities. 
 
Since taking over from our late 
President at the AGM in 2011 I have 
attempted to continue his good work 
on behalf of both Trusts to ensure an 
active and hopefully successful 
future for each.  This has been made 
possible by the unfailing support of 
all Trustees and the enthusiasm of 
our Project Organiser David Trevis-
Smith, without whose knowledge of 
the often mysterious requirements of 
the Heritage Lottery Fund and the 
Architectural Heritage Fund, we 
could not have developed our two 
active projects to their current 
positions. 
 
I will not “steal his thunder” but it 
goes without saying that 
commencing our third WMHBT 
project on site and, hopefully, 
realising our aspirations for our first 
WBPT project are due in no small 
part to David’s skills and dedication.  
Your father would be justly proud of 

your continuation of the Trevis-Smith 
link with building conservation. 
 
The latter project in Kidderminster 
has not been plain sailing for many 
reasons and David may allude to 
these later.  Our Company Secretary 
Peter Copsey has striven to unlock 
the various legal issues that have 
frustrated us in recent months but, 
with funding in place, we have 
instructed our professional team lead 
by Trustee Mark Balkham of Rodney 
Melville & Partners to progress the  
Weavers’ Cottages Project up to 
tender stage.  Look out for work 
party dates and share in the 
pleasures of getting your hands dirty 
as many of you did when we 
embarked on the Harris & Pearson 
Project a few years ago. 
 
We have over the last few years 
continued to pursue every 
opportunity which has been 
presented to us and, although this 
has often resulted in disappointment, 
as it is not always possible to bridge 
the conservation deficit gap in 
funding, we actively explore every 
possibility. 
 
Only a couple of weeks ago, David 
and I met another private owner who 
is finding it difficult to secure a 
sustainable future for his Grade II* 
listed property.  Encouraged by 
Dudley Metropolitan Borough 
Council and English Heritage he 
approached us through his architect 
– another professional colleague 
experienced in historic building 
conservation – in the hope we could 
unlock an apparent impasse in his 

VIEW FROM THE CHAIR     
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aspirations.  I am not able yet to 
disclose the name of the property as 
negotiations are ongoing but, who 
knows, by this time next year 
WMHBT may be announcing its 
fourth active rescue. 
 
Although much of my time for the 
Trusts is reviewing emails and 
attempting to follow the “string” I 
think it is called when one generates 
an unexpected number of 
responses, I still find reading a great 
relaxation and can understand my 
late mother’s frustration with my late 
father, who would always bury 
himself in a book rather than do what 
she thought was more important; 
Lyn now has great sympathy for her 
late mother-in-law! 
 
There are few good novels about 
architecture and even less recent 
ones worth the title.  Cheltenham, 
our nearest shopping centre of any 
note, has a very good Waterstones 
and, like many others, I am fair 
game for BOGOF or at least half 
price. 
  
During a recent visit, I was attracted 
to an unknown title, “The Restoration 
of Otto Laird” by Nigel Packer 
(Sphere, published in paperback in 
2015) and the silhouettes of well-
known London landmarks, behind a 
distorted perspective of a block of 
flats.  With the sub-title “It’s time to 
go home ….” I could not resist 
picking it up and thumbing through a 
few paragraphs. 
 
The notes on the back cover read 
“The peaceful, if slightly bemused, 

existence of this elderly retired 
architect is rudely interrupted when 
he learns that his most revolutionary 
and controversial  building, …. a 
1960s local authority tower block in 
south London is to be demolished”. 
 
Otto was one of those architects who 
flourished in cities throughout the UK 
and changed the face of the urban 
scene but returned to London after 
25 years absence to review his past 
activities and hopefully turn the tide 
of potential loss, as the demolition of 
many architects’ buildings must 
seem. 
 
I have not yet finished the book so 
will not be tempted to reveal the 
outcome but I can recognise Otto’s 
campaign in my own activities since 
retirement from active practice.  I 
have never “reviewed” a book before 
in my Views but can commend this 
to you; it is tragic, heart-warming and 
has many echoes for ageing 
architects, often “slightly bemused” 
by current trends! 
 
I feel better after getting that off my 
chest and hope my successor, as 
Chairperson - still cannot bring 
myself to use the epithet Chair - will 
enjoy the role I have endeavoured to 
fulfil for the last few years. 
 
Before closing, I must make mention 
of one of our Trustees, Lizey 
Thomson, who has indicated her 
wish not to seek re-election and 
devote more time to her young 
family.  I well remember during a site 
visit, and Lizey has always been an 
active supporter of our cause, she 
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suddenly went very quiet and fainted 
in front of us, to announce later that 
she was pregnant. She has since 
added to her family and has, 
correctly in my view, decided to 
dedicate her spare time to the 
important matter of guiding the 
development of her young children.  
You will be missed Lizey but I feel 
sure I speak for all members in 
wishing you a happy “retirement” 
and hope we may see you all from 
time to time. 
 
With my very best wishes 
 
Bob Tolley         April 2015 

    

    

If you’ve ventured along Cemetery 
Road in Lye recently you will know 
that the contractors, Croft Building & 
Conservation, have started work on 
site to deliver the West Midlands 
Historic Buildings Trust project 
involving the Lye and Wollescote 
Cemetery Chapels building; if all 
goes to plan works should be 
completed before Christmas. This is 
great news, the culmination of nine 
years of work by the Trust and our 
supporters. 
 
Meanwhile work continues with 
delivering heritage-related activities 
that are an integral part of this 
project. Some of the activities are 
starting to emerge after a period of 

planning and preparation and are 
featured in separate articles in this 
Newsletter. 
 
The Superintendent’s Lodge is 
serving a useful purpose as site 
office during the building contract, at 
the end of which the Trust will be 
seeking a new residential tenant. We 
would like to establish a small team 
of volunteers to keep the grass cut 
and the garden tidy, to create a good 
impression when the time comes to 
arrange viewings for prospective 
tenants; if you would be willing to 
help in this way, please let me know 
(my contact details are below). 
 
Over in Horsefair, Kidderminster, 
Rodney Melville & Partners, 
architects for The Worcestershire 
Building Preservation Trust project 
involving the Weavers' Cottages, 
are making good progress with 
preparing detailed designs required 
to invite tenders for the building 
work.  Provided tenders are within 
budget, the Trust will be able to let 
the contract with the aim of starting 
work on site towards the end of this 
year. 
 
Meanwhile, three new secure doors 
have been fitted to the cottages and 
the Trust has re-started volunteer 
work parties to clear undergrowth 
and generally tidy-up the site.  A 
successful work party was held on 
25

th
 April 2015 with new doors 

primed, street frontage cleaned up, 
and undergrowth reduced in part of 
the area to the rear. Work parties are 
scheduled for the last Saturday of 
each month: 30

th
 May 2015, 27

th
 

WMHBT & WBPT 

Projects Progress Reports 

by David Trevis-Smith, 

Projects Organiser  
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June 2015, 25
th
 July 2015, 29

th
 

August 2015 and 26
th
 September 

2015, all 10am-1pm. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
The Weavers’ Cottages Work Party 

on 25
th
 April 2015  

(photos by David Trevis-Smith) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
All are welcome to attend, including 
family and friends. Please bring 
along your own equipment for 
gardening work (saws, cutters, 
loppers, rakes, spades, etc) and 
wear suitable clothing, especially 
sturdy boots or shoes. Do you have 
a chainsaw and an appropriate level 
of training in its use or do you have a 
friend who fits that description and 
would be willing to attend one of the 
volunteer work parties? If so, I would 

be particularly interested to hear 
from you!   
 
For safety reasons we have a 
minimum age of 18 and to ensure 
cover under the Trust’s insurance 
policy all those attending work 
parties will need to be members of 
the Worcestershire Building 
Preservation Trust. New members 
are welcome to join the Trust at the 
start of a working party and, as a 
welcome gesture for helping out at 
work parties, membership from that 
date to the end of the current 
subscriptions year will be free.   
 
To help plan each work party, please 
let me know if you’re aiming to 
attend (email: david@dts-
solutions.co.uk; or telephone 07711 
601560).  I look forward to seeing 
you there.   

We reproduce on the following page 
an article which appeared in the 
Redhill School Newsletter about the 
School’s involvement in the Chapels 
Project and were very pleased to 
see their enthusiasm for the project. 
West Midlands Historic Buildings 
Trust was, perhaps rather 
unfortunately, transmogrified into 
“The Lottery Heritage Commission” 
but, as they say, any publicity is 
good publicity! 

REDHILL SCHOOL AND 

LYE AND 

WOLLESCOTE 

CHAPELS STAINED 

GLASS WINDOWS 
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Primary School children from around 
the Lye area have created large 
colourful paintings inspired by both 
the former Lye and Wollescote 
Cemetery Chapels in Cemetery 
Road and key features of  the town 
centre. Thirty large pictures have 
been created focusing on the 
buildings, monuments and features 
to brighten up the external contractor 
hoarding around the Grade II listed 
Victorian building now undergoing 
repair and regeneration.  

Year 4 pupils from Rufford Primary 
School and Year 5 from Thorns 
Primary School, close to Lye town 
centre, worked with local Wollaston 
mural artist Dj, of artbydj,  to create a 
series of vibrant paintings 
celebrating the buildings. Pupils 
worked in pairs within school using a 
variety of painting techniques under 
the guidance of Dj to create the 
individual panels. These have now 
been installed facing into the 
cemetery forming a temporary 
outdoor gallery.   

West Midlands Historic Buildings 
Trust owns the property following 
successful grant applications to the 
Heritage Lottery Fund and other 
charitable sources. The Trust will 
safeguard this Victorian landmark 

and create a suite of facilities for use 
by Dudley Council Citizenship & 
Registration Services.   

Alice Middleton, Headteacher of 
Rufford Primary School said: “As Lye 
residents, the children are really 
proud of the artwork that they 
produced with Dj.  It was a great 
experience for them to work with a 
professional artist, and they are 
looking forward to the completed 
chapel project”. 

 

 

 

 

 

Rufford Primary School Year 4 
pupils with Headteacher Ms. Alice 

Middleton and artist Dj. (Photo credit 

Dj.) 

David Priestley, Headteacher of 
Thorns Primary School noted: “Our 
children were particularly enthused 
to work with Dj on such an important 
project and very proud of their art 
work, they now feel they are part of 
the history and future of Lye”.  

Bob Tolley, Chairman of the West 
Midlands Historic Buildings Trust 
added: “As we launch our third 'live 
project' we are delighted by the 
engagement and involvement of 

OUTDOOR ART 

GALLERY AT THE 

CEMETERY CHAPELS 
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local schools, an essential part of 
our mission.  An appreciation of the 
built environment and our historic 
heritage is so important at a time 
when the threat to these is still a 
reality in many urban areas making 
the work of Building Preservation 
Trusts such as ours even more 
necessary.  The active involvement 
of young people is always 
encouraged and it is a personal 
delight to see the way they respond 
as I have found with my own 
grandchildren who do not escape the 
occasional visit to an historic site 
somewhere in the Midlands!” 

 

Now that work has begun to repair 
the Grade II listed chapels in Lye 
and Wollescote Cemetery a new 
Friends’ Group is being created to 
support the management of the 
cemetery. Friends might provide a 
number of different roles from 
clearing ivy and weeds off graves, to 
leading tours around the cemetery, 
and raising funds to restore notable 
memorials. To find out more about 
the new Friends Group please 
contact Carolyn Healy, the Project 
Community Facilitator, by email to 
Carolyn@redkitenetwork.co.uk or by 

telephone on 07805 489296. 

   
 

 
This is just a reminder that copies of 
the West Midlands Historic Building 
Trust’s latest book, which tells the 
moving stories of twenty nine local 
men who lost their lives in the Great 
War and who are buried or 
commemorated in The Lye and 
Wollescote Cemetery, are still 
available. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It can be obtained from W. H. Smith 
and Waterstones, both at Merry Hill; 
Ashwood and Clent Nurseries; The
    
     

“THE LOST TWENTY-

NINE: REMEMBERING 

THE SOLDIERS OF THE 

GREAT WAR BURIED 

AND COMMEMORATED 

IN THE LYE AND 

WOLLESCOTE 

CEMETERY” 

BECOME A FRIEND OF 

LYE AND WOLLESCOTE 

CEMETERY AND 

CHAPELS 
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Hive in Worcester; The Black 
Country Living Museum; or by 
contacting authors Jean (telephone 
01384 838934) or Marlene 
(telephone 01384 895248). 
 

 
 
In the Winter 2014-15 edition of this 
Newsletter, Peter Arnold went “Out 
And About” to Middleport Pottery in 
Stoke-on-Trent at the heart of the 
British ceramics industry. The 
Pottery was built in 1888 as a model 
factory for the production of what 
became the world-renowned 
“Burleigh” earthenware. 
 
In 2010 closure threatened, 
jeopardising 50 jobs, traditional 
skills, historic processes and unique 
collections of ceramics moulds and 
archives. So great was the cost of 
repairing the buildings that the site 
appeared to have no viable 
operational future but the business 
has now been dramatically rescued 
by The Prince’s Regeneration Trust.  
 
Its many buildings are still home to 
Burleigh pottery, using traditional 
techniques, and also host a growing 
visitor destination with interpretation 
facilities, a gallery exhibiting historic 
examples of its products, 
educational and teaching space and 
a café. Additionally, the historic 
machinery, artefacts and nationally 
important collections and archive 
have been saved for public viewing. 

The site also now houses three 
smaller specialist pottery businesses 
and has workshop space available 
for further creative businesses. 

 

 
 

Middleport Pottery, from the Trent 
and Mersey Canal towpath  

(photo by Peter Arnold) 
 
The Trusts were delighted to see 
that the work carried out there by 
The Prince's Regeneration Trust, 
described by Peter in his article, has 
been recognised with a Europa 
Nostra Award, just weeks after it 
received an award for “the best use 
of heritage” in the 2015 
“Placemaking Awards” organised by 
the built environment trade 
magazine “Planning” 

 
Europa Nostra is a pan-european 
movement for the safeguarding of 
Europe’s cultural and natural 
heritage, composed of 250 member 
organisations (heritage associations 
and foundations with a combined 
membership of more than 5 million 
people), 150 associated 
organisations (governmental bodies, 
local authorities and corporations) 

MIDDLEPORT POTTERY 

AWARDS 



WMHBT & WBPT Spring 2015 Newsletter 

Page 10 

and also 1500 individual members 
who directly support the mission. 
Each year, the Europa Nostra 
Awards celebrate excellence and 
dedication by architects, craftsmen, 
volunteers, schools, local 
communities, heritage owners and 
media. 

 
Europa Nostra reports: “The Jury 
were gratified to be able to recognise 
the rescue of this fine unit of 
production – both the industrial 
premises and its delightful product. 
 
“Many such worthwhile ventures fall 
by the wayside through the absence 
of a new sponsor, and that is where 
the Prince’s Regeneration Trust 
deserve thanks for facilitating the 
continuation in production of this 
attractive range of earthenware 
pottery. 
 
“The factory too now has a secure 
future as one of the last surviving 
traditional potteries in the West 
Midlands of England, known as “The 
Potteries” and once characterised by 
its factory chimneys and distinctive 
bottle kilns. The techniques and 
skills of production have been 
revitalised and buildings and 
machinery carefully conserved to 
retain their unique atmosphere and 
spirit of place”. 
 
And, as a postscript to his article on 
Middleport Pottery, Peter Arnold next 
takes a look at a pottery of a very 
different kind, on the other side of 
the Atlantic! 
 
 

 
Some years ago I discovered the 
Moravian Pottery in Doylestown, 
Pennsylvania, USA. I was back in 
the States in October 2014, and took 
the opportunity to make a planned 
visit, to inspect all three buildings 
created by Henry Chapman Mercer 
in Doylestown. A man of 
considerable personal wealth, 
Mercer became his own architect 
and builder for three extraordinary 
buildings all made of concrete 1908-
1914. The first was his own 
residence, a large house which he 
called ‘Fonthill’. The second was the 
Moravian Pottery and the third the 
Mercer Museum to exhibit his large 
private collections. Mercer 
apparently used a direct labour team 
of eight men and a horse. 

I wonder whether he was conscious 
of the irony in naming his house 
‘Fonthill’, bearing in mind the fate of 
millionaire William Beckford’s 
Fonthill Abbey, created by James 
Wyatt and built largely of timber with 
applied stucco and plaster, which 
blew down in a gale. Anyway, in 
superficial form Fonthill rather 
resembles a Scottish Baronial 
mansion in its slenderness, height 
and busy silhouette. Beyond that, 
resemblance rather ceases, as all 
the exterior structure is in concrete 
of one kind or another, including the 
steeply-pitched roof. Chunky timber  

HENRY CHAPMAN 

MERCER 
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glazing appears in all the window 
openings and, here and there, 
decorative tiles from the Moravian 
Pottery appear. As do orange 
pantiles. 

   

Fonthill, Doylestown, Pennsylvania, 
USA (main garden frontage)  

A tall end tower acts as a bookend to 
a lower jumble of roofs and bays. A 
much smaller tower acts as the 
opposite bookend. The pitched roofs 
are concrete simply laid and 
smoothed. The walls are largely of 
shuttered concrete, with the 
individual pours clearly visible. Here 
and there are thin veneers of render, 
either later patching or early civilising 
of the material.  Where mix was 
simply laid the plastic medium is 
reflected in curves rather than 
angles.  

Fonthill is flanked by a smaller villa, 
perhaps a sort of Dower House. It 
has a tower with machicolations low 
down, and a verandah with pierced 
balustrading, which give it a slightly 
Italianate air.  

 

Fonthill ‘Dower House’ 

The Moravian Pottery uses a more 
varied system of construction, with 
elements using mortared concrete 
blocks as well as shuttering with 
irregular pours.  Some roofing is in 
Roman Tiles, and the very tall stacks 
are in brick with their caps decorated 
with tiles from the Pottery. The 
general effect is of a low and 
spreading building of the Spanish 
Mission type. Inside there are rough 
groined vaults in coarse concrete, 
perhaps laid over sacking spread 
across a temporary framework.   

 

Moravian Pottery, Doylestown 
(general view from east) 
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Fonthill and the Pottery are next 
door to each other, occupying the 
same stretch of urban parkland. The 
Mercer Museum is in another part of 
town and is decidedly different in 
character, being rectilinear in plan 
and outline. Wall surfaces are 
smooth and plane, with no 
articulation or modelling at all, just 
window holes in various shapes and 
locations punched through. 

 

Mercer Museum, Doylestown (view 
from south west) 

Modelling only appears at the eaves 
and above, with a series of hipped 
roofs, gables, chimneys, turrets and 
dormers. Mercer was perhaps 
demonstrating that buildings of this 
type of shuttered concrete 
construction could rise to a 
significant height – in this case up to 
seven stories. All the high roofs are 
laid in hand-smoothed concrete.  

Mercer was very much an amateur, 
feeling his way with a novel form of 
construction. An awful lot of 
superficial patching has gone on 
over the years, indicating that 

weather resistance has been poor. I 
rather think that the coarse texture of 
the original concrete allowed water 
to settle in the pits and crannies, 
leading to freezing and cracking in 
Pennsylvania’s harsh, cold winters.  

 

Mercer Museum -  south-east view 
showing reconstructed concrete 

roofing (above) and (below) the ‘Well 
House’ at Fonthill 

 

For whatever reason, this novel form 
of building did not catch on at the 
time, leaving these three 
extraordinary buildings as a strictly 
local phenomenon. And Mercer 
himself did not achieve international 
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fame – or notoriety. Though, on my 
first discovery of the Moravian 
Pottery, I was thinking, ‘Gaudi, 
Gaudi!’ as the mixture of curves and 
applied polychrome ceramics was so 
reminiscent of his work in Barcelona. 

  

Culture Secretary Sajid Javid 
announced on 12

 
March 2015 the 

appointment by the Prime Minister of 
Sir Peter Luff as the new Chair of the 
Board that runs both the National 
Heritage Memorial Fund (NHMF) 
and the Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF). 
Sir Peter is appointed for a term of 3 
years from 30 March 2015 to 29 
March 2018. 

He has been MP for Mid-
Worcestershire, and previously for 
Worcester, since 1992 and was 
standing down at the 2015 General 
Election. Since 2013, he has been 
Commons Co-Chair of the Speaker’s 
Advisory Committee on the 800th 
anniversary Magna Carta and the 
750th anniversary of the de Montfort 
Parliament. 

He was Minister for Defence 
Equipment, Support and Technology 
from 2010-2012, was Chair of two 
House of Commons Select 
Committees (Agriculture 1997-2000, 
and Business Innovation and Skills 

2005-2010), and was knighted in 
2014 for political and public service. 

The new Chair will lead the Board of 
Trustees that runs both NHMF and 
HLF. Its role is to steer the policy 
and direction of both Funds and take 
decisions on grant applications. 
NHMF, the nation’s grant-in-aid fund 
of last resort for heritage, was set up 
in 1980, to save the most 
outstanding parts of our national 
heritage, in memory of those who 
have given their lives for the United 
Kingdom. In 1994, the NHMF and its 
Trustees took on the role of 
distributing the heritage share of 
Lottery money for good causes, 
which it now operates through the  
HLF. 

 
The United Kingdom Association of 
Preservation Trusts (the APT), 
effectively the parent body of Trusts 
such as ours, has been awarded 
£79,000 from the Heritage Lottery 
Fund (HLF) to enable the 
organisation to become more 
resilient and effective. 
HLF recognised the value of the 
APT’s work in rescuing historic 
buildings at risk and wanted to 
support it as it shared experience 
and expertise through its networks. 

 
The APT writes: “A key part of the 
transition process is to review our 
governance and to improve our 
membership offer whilst also making 

NEW HERITAGE 

LOTTERY FUND CHAIR 

APPOINTED 

HLF GRANT FOR THE 

APT 
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it less restrictive. A multi tiered 
membership will allow us to serve all 
our members as we recognise the 
needs of new trusts differ greatly 
from the more established 
organisations. This will make APT 
much more sustainable in the long 
term as income from increased 
membership numbers will ensure we 
are less dependent on grant funding 
than before. The project will help to 
raise the profile of the support 
network of APT and ensure that 
people know about the great work 
you do”. 
  
The funding has allowed the APT to 
relocate to a central office within one 
of The Birmingham Conservation 
Trust’s projects in Birmingham: the 
award winning Coffin Works. The 
APT is also recruiting two new part-
time staff members - a technical 
advisor to provide funding and 
organisational advice for projects 
and a membership officer to better 
connect with its members. 

Our Trusts were very pleased to 
hear of the APT’s success and we 
look forward to continuing to work 
with them in the future. 

 
For those of us with a feeling for 
form, interest and quality, most 
modern housing development 
disappoints. This is because the 
form is usually boringly repetitious; 
buildings lack the interest of being 

related to their area in material or 
style; and very often poor quality 
materials are used. Some influential 
figures have tried to remedy the 
situation, although many of us would 
not be wholehearted supporters of 
the Poundbury solution – good 
though the intention may be. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A ruinous Black House on Barra 
 
Therefore, it was very refreshing for 
me last summer to encounter, on a 
visit to Barra in the Outer Hebrides, 
a modern version of the famous 
Black Houses. 
 
A Black House is a traditional type of 
house which used to be common in 
the Scottish Highlands, Hebrides 
and Ireland. The origin of the name 
is obscure and could be 
synonymous with inferior. On the 
island of Lewis it seems to have 
been used to distinguish between 
the older Black Houses from the 
newer houses with narled mortared 
stone walls. 
 
The buildings were generally built 
with double dry-stoned walls packed 
with earth, then wooden rafters 
covered with thatch of turf, which 
was also covered with cereal straw 

ENCOUNTERING THE 

OLD IN MODERN FORM 
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or reed. (These low rounded roofs 
were elaborately roped to resist the 
strong Atlantic gales!) Floors were 
generally flagstones or packed earth 
and there was a central hearth for 
the fire. As there was no chimney 
smoke made its way out through 
gaps in the roof. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Traditional Black Houses restored 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Black Houses accommodated both 
people and livestock with a partition 
to divide the living space. During 
bleak winters animals would add 
considerably to the warmth of a 
house.  
 
The Black House, as one of the most 
primitive forms of the north Atlantic 
longhouse tradition, in which cattle 
and humans shared the same roof, 
is well over a thousand years old. 

However, most of the upstanding 
ruins of Black Houses were built less 
than 150 years ago, previous 
examples having returned to the 
earth once abandoned. Few pre-18

th
 

century examples have ever been 
excavated. The Black Houses of 
Barra are quite small, so it would 
appear that the houses were for 
humans only and animals kept 
separately. At the site of a number of 
the original Black Houses, Cuithir, a 
museum has been established. 
 
During my visit to The Hebrides I 
was able to have an exciting 
excursion from Barra to Mingulay, 
which lost its indigenous population 
somewhat earlier than its other 
isolated sister St. Kilda. There we 
could see the walls of a number of 
Black Houses (minus roofs), 
clustered together above the sandy 
bay on the friendly side of the island 
– away from the huge cliffs which 
face the Atlantic. One is struck by 
the simple but spartan nature of 
living in such houses in such a harsh 
environment. But such houses must 
have been reasonably efficient 
shelter to nurture such communities 
until modern times. Mingulay was 
evacuated in 1912. 
 
The modern houses of Borgh 
(Borve) on Barra echo the forms of 
the Black Houses of history. While 
the modern has all the amenities of 
ample living space with kitchen, 
bathroom and all mod-cons, there is 
very much a sense of these new 
houses providing a link to the 
dwellings of the past. Times have 
changed, jobs have changed but the 
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way islanders used to live has not 
been forgotten. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“New” Black Houses 
 
The sheltered western bay of 
Vatersay, which is the island next to 
Barra and now joined by a 
causeway, was one of the favourite 
mooring places of the Queen on the 
Royal Yacht Britannia as she toured 
her Scottish realm. Perhaps this 
accounts for the interest which the 
Prince of Wales has been credited 
with taking in the development of 
new housing for the islands and 
highlands. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“New” Black Houses 
 
I was particularly struck by the way 
in which the architect had been true 
to the ancient form while using 
modern materials. The walls are 
roughcast – so no hint as to the 

building material beneath, and the 
roofs are slate rather than thatch. 
But the whole certainly speaks: 
‘Black House this is my heritage’.  
 
 
What I also liked was the variety of 
both single storey and two storey 
dwellings and all appeared to have 
traditional chimneys – to allow for 
the addition of traditional heating to 
supplement the central heating; a 
very good thing in an area of harsh 
weather and unpredictable electricity 
supplies. There was no sign of solar 
panels which would surely damage 
the aesthetic of what is an 
interesting, intriguing and beautiful 
addition to the built landscape of the 
Island of Barra.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“New” Black Houses 
 
Let us hope that this experiment in 
giving the forms of the past new 
expression will be repeated right 
across the islands and mainland 
where they fit into a traditional 
context. One hopes that the excuse 
of ‘experiment means expense’ will 
not put off or prevent this innovative 
new-build from being repeated far 
and wide wherever appropriate. This 
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is surely a very good example where 
following tradition has enlivened and 
refreshed a form rather than been 
restricted by the past. I trust The 
Prince is as satisfied with the 
outcome as we are.  
 
Philip Adams MA. 
 
 

The Worcestershire Building 
Preservation Trust would like to 
share with its members details of a 
local organisation for young people 
age 8-16 who are interested in 
archaeology or history. 

The Worcestershire Young 
Archaeologists’ Club has been going 
for over 10 years, and meets 
monthly at various locations across 
the county. A branch of the national 
Young Archaeologists’ Club, it is 
supported by Worcestershire County 
Council and Worcester City Historic 
Environment Record. 
 
The volunteer leaders have a range 
of skills and experiences to help 
members and try to provide young 
people with opportunities they may 
not get elsewhere, allowing them to 
develop their knowledge and gain 
some practical experience. 
 
Activities this year will include 
surveying a disused graveyard, 

finding out about moats and what we 
can tell from rubbish, recording 
buildings archaeologically, 
discovering Civil War Worcester, 
investigating the archaeology of 
woodland, exploring a canal and 
hopefully an excavation. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Membership is £9 a year, plus 
around £1 per meeting, and you get 
a club T-Shirt! 
 
You can find out more via Facebook 
(Worcestershire Young 
Archaeologists’ Club) or Twitter 
(@worcsyac www.wyac.co.uk) or by 
email (wyaclub@gmail.com) or by 
telephoning Sheena Payne-Lunn 
(Leader) on 01905  721133.  
 

 

WORCESTERSHIRE 

YOUNG 

ARCHAEOLOGISTS’ 

CLUB 
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Visit to Gorcott Hall, 
Mappleborough Green, 

Redditch. 
 Thursday 11th June 2015 

from 6.30pm. 
 

This Grade II* listed Hall house 
dates from the mid-15

th
 century with 

a variety of later additions and is well 
worth exploring. It shows the 
development of building as midland 
brick supplemented timber as the 
building material of preference in the 
late medieval period. The building 
has been lovingly restored in recent 
times to fulfil its new role as a venue 
for a variety of events and 
celebrations. 
 
We will meet at 6.30pm at the Hall 
for refreshments of tea/coffee and 
introductions with a 7pm tour of the 
Hall led by host Jon Goodchild. A 
special feature of the evening will be 
a recital, by our very own poet, of a 
newly commissioned poem to 
celebrate all that is WMHBT! Not to 
be missed. Following the tour we will 
enjoy supper together in what 
promises to be very convivial 
surroundings. 
 
To book, either use the booking form 
enclosed with this newsletter, or just 
mail your cheque and details to 
Philip Adams, 36, Beauty Bank, Old 
Hill B64 7HZ. Please make cheques 

payable to WMHBT for £20 per head 
with your address, telephone 
number and email address and 
names of all in your party. Thank 
you. 

 

 

 

  

The Heritage Alliance, established in 
2002, is the biggest coalition of 
heritage interests in England. It 
brings together independent heritage 
organisations such as the National 
Trust, the Canal & River Trust 
(formerly British Waterways), the 
Historic Houses Association and The 
Institute of Historic Building 
Conservation (the body representing 
all professionals involved in the 
conservation of historic buildings and 
parks) as well as more specialist 
bodies representing visitors, owners, 
volunteers, funders, professional 
practitioners,  and educationalists. 
 

 

EVENTS PROGRAMME 

THE HERITAGE 

ALLIANCE AND THE 

NEW GOVERNMENT 
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The Alliance briefs opinion-formers 
in the Westminster government and 
beyond on the value of heritage and 
the contribution that independent 
heritage organisations make to 
contemporary society. It also 
responds to parliamentary business 
and formal consultations on behalf of 
its members, identifying the 
consensus from across the 
independent heritage movement. 
 
Members of The Heritage Alliance 
are now urging people to contact 
their newly elected Members of 
Parliament to encourage them to 
support heritage issues, to remind 
them of the value of heritage in the 
local area and to make sure that he 
or she knows that a living, thriving 
heritage is important to you, your 
community, and the wellbeing of the 
UK as a whole.  The Alliance writes: 
 
“You can help ensure the future 
survival of England’s heritage! 
Despite its huge contribution to the 
UK’s tourism industry and its ability 
to achieve remarkable economic and 
social outcomes, heritage spending 
in central and local government has 
been subject to continued 
disproportionate cuts in recent years. 
 
“The incoming UK Government is 
likely to outline a fresh round of 
substantial cuts to non-protected 
departmental spending in the next 
coming months. It is therefore critical 
that the independent heritage sector 
reminds both national and local 
government of the value of our 
heritage to help prevent future cuts”. 
 

You can visit The Heritage Alliance 
website and download a draft 
template letter to send to your local 
Member of Parliament or use their 
Heritage Advocacy Tool Box for 
further advice and information 
(www.theheritagealliance.org.uk). 
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Volunteer Work Parties resume at the Weavers’ Cottages – see page 4 
(photo by David Trevis-Smith) 
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