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n Wide streets or open areas that served as market
places are a key feature of historic market towns.
Often the market place was subject to partial
encroachment as temporary stalls were made
permanent (as at Aylesbury), sometimes resulting in
narrow paths and lanes between the buildings. 

6.5 Vernacular building forms 

Farmhouses 
Aylesbury Vale district has a very good survival of
early large farmhouses. Some survive from the
medieval period, though most appear to date from the
sixteenth century. They are characterised very much by
the local materials of the area, though many have
originated as timber framed buildings and have been
re-fronted or in some cases completely encased by
brick, stone or lime render.

The farmhouse follows the general evolution of the
plan form nationally, with the former medieval open
halls being floored in the sixteenth and seventeenth
century and then first smokehoods and then chimney

stacks (usually brick) inserted into the smoke bay. The
natural evolution of this plan is the lobby entry house,
whereby the plan is dictated by the chimney stack
which is located directly in front of the door with
usually the stair tucked to the other side of the stack of
sometimes found in an outshut. There are an unusually
large number of lobby entry plan houses in the district
and these are a common sight in most historic
settlements (Figure 11).

The chimneys are notable in this building type, often
referred to in description as massive stacks, reflecting
the former status of the house and sheer size of the
masonry structures. A characteristic of some parts of
the Vale are the grouped offset ‘diamond’ flues (often
in groups of two or four) (Figure 12) which are also
seen slavishly copied in the vernacular revival of the
estate cottages of the district.

Small houses
The modest vernacular houses seen in many of the
settlements often have much earlier origins with many
being cruck framed. Cruck framed houses are generally
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Figure 9: Market Towns – Aylesbury and Buckingham (see Figure 10) are good examples of this settlement type. Regular plots arranged
around or along a market place or widened road are key characteristics of the market town (conservation area demarcated in red).
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Figure 10: Buckingham town centre (conservation area in red) one of two good examples of the market town plan in the Aylesbury Vale District
(see also Figure 9)
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of two bays, although three bays and more do exist.
They can often be identified through their simplicity of
form and a curving of the walls just under the eaves
(Figure 13). They are generally rendered cob or
witchert, with some having been refonted in brick or
stone, and retain their thatch roofs. These are very
valuable survivals of a humble building type and they

greatly contribute to the character and appearance of
villages and settlements.

Cottages
The cottages of the district are perhaps the most
interesting and commonly found building type across
much of the district. Despite their very small scale,
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12. Examples of offset ‘diamond’ chimney stacks – a strongly defining
characteristic of some houses in the district (Haddenham and
Long Crendon)

11. The lobby entry house is a common plan type for the farmhouses
of the district (Weston Turville)

13. A cruck framed house in Haddenham. The district has a good
survival of cruck framed buildings though many are encased
within later alterations.

14. An example of a small cottage, usually originally a one or two
room plan and single storey. Many have been demolished or
heavily extended or modified. (Dinton)
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sometimes a single room to each floor they survive in
good numbers. The older ‘hovel’ type cottages are
generally listed and usually rendered cob or witchert
with thatch roofs (Figure 14). 

The later nineteenth century cottages survive in much
higher numbers and are characterised by a very
shallow plan, low pitched roofs, usually of natural slate
and small square brick chimneys. Most are brick, but
the regional variation in materials is also reflected in
this building type and all combinations of the local
vernacular are found around the district.

As a building type, they appear to be under
considerable pressure for extension and alteration
(enlarging of windows and raising of rooflines to the
rear to create more useable internal spaces). Many have
been extended unsympathetically and they have lost
much of their character and historic integrity.

Terraced housing 
The nineteenth century and the connection of the Vale
with the national railway network has brought a key
phase of development to most settlements – that of the
terraced house (Figure 15). 

The terraced house is not unique to the nineteenth
century and many earlier examples of terraced or row
houses exist within the district. However, the majority
of terraced housing seen within the conservation areas
is nineteenth century two storey and much of it local
brick with tile and slate roofs.

Of significance within the context of Aylesbury Vale is
the often modest scale of the terrace housing within the
historic settlements. This can create pressure to extend
and alter these building types in such ways as to erode
their important historic form and qualities.

Farm Buildings
In common with much of the South East of England
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15. Terraced late Victorian housing; common use of brick and slate
(Haddenham)

16. Barn attached to the farmhouse, with later buildings added (a
dairy – now converted). (Padbury)

17. A brick barn with ventilation holes in a diamond pattern (Bierton) 18. An example of a granary in the district (Weston Turville)
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farm buildings arranged in loose courtyard plans is the
predominant plan type for medium to large farmsteads.
However, in contrast to most of the region, it is not
uncommon to find farmhouses with a barn attached in-
line (Figure 16). Such linear plans, common-place in
the upland areas of the Pennines and the north of
England are unusual in the south except for areas such
as Dartmoor.

There were relatively few large landed estates in the
area to invest in planned or model farmsteads. One of
the few estates that did make such an investment was
the Rothschild estate around Waddesden. It appears
that unlike many parts of the country, tenants were
expected to make financial contributions to the
building of new farm buildings, a tradition which
would have inevitably discouraged the erection of new
buildings. By the nineteenth century agricultural
commentators were lamenting the quality of the farm
buildings of Buckinghamshire.

Barns
Across the district barns typically reflect the
availability of stone or timber for building. There are a
small number of barns constructed in witchert whilst
many eighteenth century barns are of brick (Figure
17). Most barns are unaisled and rarely exceed five
bays with small 3 or 4 bay barns being relatively
common-place in many of the district’s villages,
possibly reflecting the survival of relatively small-scale
farmers up to the late eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries. A number of barns in the district are known
to have accommodated other uses such as cattle
housing or stables. The multi-functional nature of
some barns was removed in the later eighteenth or
nineteenth century to produce the large open spaces
now considered an essential characteristic of the
lowland barn. Evidence for sub-division, including
horizontal division of some bays, may exist in the

form of void mortices. Roofs are typically half-hipped
or gabled and were predominantly plain clay tile or
thatch.

Granaries
The granaries of Aylesbury Vale are typically small
free-standing buildings being a mixture of timber-
framed structures standing on staddle stones and either
clad in weatherboarding (Figure 18) or with brick infill
panels, or brick structures raised on arches or piers.
The granaries of the district rarely incorporate an upper
floor. These types of granary form part of a general
distribution stretching from southern East Anglia to
Cornwall. Granaries can also be found combined with
other uses, being found above cartsheds, or stables and
occasionally combined with dovecotes.

Cow Houses
Buildings for cattle were rarely provided on most
farms before the nineteenth century. In the Aylesbury
Vale District the typical response to the trend to
provide shelter for cattle was to build open-fronted
shelter sheds, often attached to an earlier barn. These
low, single storey ranges were usually timber-framed
and weatherboarded or brick-built structures and often
used Welsh slate or plain tile for roofing (Figure 19).

Stables
Even on the smallest farms where arable farming was
practiced a team of horses and/or oxen would be
required. Stables are, after the barn, often the oldest
building surviving on a farmstead and the value of the
working horses meant that good quality buildings were
usually provided. In some cases in the district stables
were incorporated within the barn but usually are
separate single-storey buildings of stone or brick and
occasionally timber-frame (Figure 20). 
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19. An example of a shelter shed in the district (Quainton)

20. A stable range (now converted) set around an enclosed yard
lined with stone setts. (Mentmore)



Dovecotes
There are a small number of listed dovecotes in the
district including some late medieval examples. The
ownership of a dovecote indicated the status of the
owner as, until the seventeenth century, the keeping of
pigeons was a manorial right. Both circular and square
dovecotes (Figure 21) are seen in the district and it is
likely that small dovecotes were incorporated into the
gables or roofs of other working buildings, especially
during the eighteenth century as the practice of keeping
pigeons spread down the social scale. 

6.6 Vernacular building materials 

6.6.1 Building materials form a key part of the
management of the conservation areas of the district as
there is such a fascinating and diverse mix of materials
across the Aylesbury Vale District (Figure 22).
Mapping these trends and overlaying this with the
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21. Dovecote – square plan, brick and tile. Medieval dovecotes
survive in the district. Some have a round plan and there are also
octagonal examples. This one dates from the eighteenth century.
(Brill)

22. The wide and varied range of materials present within the district:

1 Witchert Walls in Haddenham
2 Coursed limestone, Turweston

3 Box timber framing, Bierton
4 Combed wheat reed (in a long straw style) in Ickford

3

2

4

1



conservation areas immediately provides some
indication of what one might expect to see in a certain
part of the district and hence what the issues might be
with that particular building material (see Figure 1 –
settlements).

6.6.2 Walling materials (Figure 23)

Brick 
Brick is the most common walling material in the
district and some of the settlements have very strong
associations with past brick manufacturers. Brill is one
such place with its distinctive soft red/orange bricks
(Figure 24). The red brick is often interspersed with
grey or black glazed headers, occasionally arranged in
chequer patterns.

English bond is seen up to the end of the seventeenth
century when the bond changes to Flemish bond.

Header bond is also quite common and tends to denote
a higher status building, especially if glazed bricks are
used.

Stone 
In terms of stone types there is a dramatic variation
across the district. The underlying geology of the
region provides Jurassic Oolite to the northern fringes
in the form of Cornbrash or Great Oolite, more
commonly known as ‘Cotswold stone’ and to the south
west the more creamy yellow Portland stone is used for
some smaller houses though it is mostly seen in larger
more important dwellings and churches.

Greensand is seen to the furthest east bordering
Bedfordshire and Leighton Buzzard. Despite its name,
its appearance is of a deep brown colour, often seen in
random walling but also mixed with flint and limestone
buildings.
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5 Hand made clay tile roofs in Cuddington
6 Natural slate in Mentmore

7 The mix of brick, coursed limestone and Witchert, Cuddington
8 Multi-layered straw thatch, Ickford

5 6

7 8



Witchert
Witchert (or Wychett) is the local name for cob, a
construction of earth mixed with chopped straw and
water. It is found exclusively in the Upper Thames
Clay Vales, where the Witchert walls when exposed are
a distinct creamy/ off white colour produced by the
decayed underlying Portland limestone and clay. They
are striking for their slender profile unlike Dorset,

Devon and Hampshire cob which is seen in far thicker
walls.

Witchert walls comprise a base or plinth of rubble
stone (known locally as the Grumplings) and is
constructed in lifts of material usually of a standard
width (usually around 450-500 mm – these are known
locally as Berries).
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23. Walling materials

1 Pargetting (Long Crendon)
2 Timber framing, Weston Turville
3 Coursed knapped flints (Dinton)
4 Red brick in Long Crendon
5 Painted render in Long Crendon

1 2

43

5
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An important characteristic of the material is that it
was often left exposed rather than rendered and
originally capped with a thatched coping. These have
in most cases been replaced with a clay tile capping
bedded into the wall (Figure 25).

According to Martin Andrew writing in Pevsner,
buildings built of Witchert survive from the c1600 right
through to the nineteenth and twentieth centuries1

Cob 
Cob is a similar material to witchert but commonly
uses chalk as its main constituent as well as clay mud
and straw. This can produce a much whiter appearance
than witchert and tends to be constructed in much
thicker courses making for a wall of a different
character to that of witchert.

It is found in pockets of development located on the
Oxford clays. These run centrally across the district
and include such settlements as; Marsh Gibbon and
Grendon Underwood.

Flint and brick 
This combination of materials is most commonly
found in and adjacent to the Chilterns and stretching
west from Wendover. It is seen in knapped form (where
the faces have been split to create a smooth black
finish) and cobbles (as in Weston Turville amongst
other places). This is a very attractive combination of
materials with brick forming the dressings to large
panels of flints (Figure 26).

Flint is often considered an inferior material and is
seen in domestic dwellings on the smaller cottages and
labourers houses.

Timber framing 
Typically seen in the Chilterns and Upper Thames Clay
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24. Red brick in Brill – seen in orange tones and also as burnt grey headers with red brick dressings.

25. A stone and witchert wall with clay tile capping (this often
originated as thatch but has been replaced by plain clay tiles and
sometimes pantile capping. (Haddenham)

26. Unknapped cobbles of flint with red brick dressings used to great
effect in this wall in Weston Turville.

1 p.30 The Buildings of England, Buckinghamshire (2003) Yale University
Press
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areas, (as far as Nash but more common to Wendover
and Weston Turville environs) these heavily wooded
and formerly heavily wooded areas saw timber-framing
as the early traditional building technique for most
buildings until the eighteenth century when brick
began to be widely used. Before that date brick had
been limited to use on higher status houses or for
elements such as chimney stacks. Timber-framing
continued in use for farm buildings until the nineteenth
century, often combined with solid masonry or brick
gable ends with the framing typically clad in
weatherboarding. 

There are two types of timber frame house seen
throughout the district; cruck construction and the box-
frame construction.

There is a good survival of cruck framed houses within
the County and subsequently within the district of
Aylesbury Vale. They are often difficult to identify

from external viewing but have one significant
characteristic – due to their constructional deficiencies,
two cruck ranges cannot be joined at right angles. This
means that a cruck house must always be under one
roof ridge (Figure 27), though they can (and are) often
extended later with a different material.

The box frame was much more versatile and is also
seen across the Vale in numbers. The form of the
framing moves from large frame panels to smaller ones
taking the form of what is more commonly known as
close studding. The fifteenth century tends to see
downward (tension) braces sometimes concealed to
imply a more structural role but in other examples
curved and obviously intended for display. Toward the
end of the sixteenth century upward braces are more
common and are more often than not curved further
confirming the intention to display these elements. 

Whilst cruck construction is extremely rare in anything
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27. Cruck framed houses such as this one in Ickford have a
continuous ridge line and are generally gabled to both ends.

28. Weatherboarding to a barn in Ickford. These timbers (partly elm)
have weathered to a natural silver/grey colour.

29. Plain clay tiles are the predominant roofing material in the
district.

1 Long Crendon
2 Haddenham

1

2
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other than residential dwellings in the district (there is
only one entry for cruck barns in the List of Buildings
of Special Architectural or Historic Interest and this
has been converted to a house), the box frame
continued as a tradition particularly in farm buildings
(especially barns) into the eighteenth century.

Infill panels to box and cruck frames vary but
traditionally comprised wattle and daub which was
then lime-washed. This has often been replaced by
painted or unpainted brick infill.  In the case of
unpainted brick this is occasionally seen in a
herringbone pattern.  

Weatherboard (Figure 28)
This material traditionally appears to the edge of the
Chilterns and further north around Quinton and
Swanbourne and in patches throughout the Vale.
Boards were tarred and usually applied to a timber
frame. Weatherboarded barns and outbuildings are
characteristic of parts of the district. This material is
usually combined with another usually brick or stone.

6.6.3 Roofing materials

Clay tile (Figure 29)
Plain clay tile is the predominent roofing material
within the District. Tile and brick-making were
widespread across the region from the seventeenth
century and tile in many cases has replaced thatch. The
clay tile roof is usually between 40-60 degrees. 

The survival of handmade clay tiles with characteristic
variations in colour and a cambered profile in both
planes makes for a very attractive roofscape. This
material is particularly prevalent in the settlements
bordering the Chilterns.
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30. Pantiles, usually as in this case seen on extensions and
outbuildings. (Haddenham)

31. A multi-layered straw thatch roof in Long Grendon with flush
wrapover ridge and cross liggers to eaves – traditional features of
the local vernacular thatch tradition.

32. A thatch cottage in Weston Turville with a block cut patterned
ridge. These now form part of the dominant roof style in many
parts of the district despite the block cut ridge not being a feature
of the local thatching tradition (see thatching advisory guide,
AVDC).

33. A flush wrapover ridge, note the absence of patterning or blocking
to the ridge. The ridge is finished with a simple cross ligger fixing.
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Pantile (Figure 30)
Pantiles are seen throughout the district but in more
isolated pockets and as copings to walls, and
sometimes on extensions and outbuildings rather than
principal dwellings. The roof pitch is fairly consistent
at around 40 degrees and colour varies from strong
oranges through to light browns and reds.

Thatch (Figure 31)
The thatch roofs of the Aylesbury Vale district make up
just under 20% of the rooftypes of listed buildings in
the district. Thatch is a significant material in terms of
the character and appearance of many of the
conservation areas. This is particularly the case within
the Upper Thames Clay Vales but there are pockets of
thatch throughout the district.

Traditional characteristics are a straw roof, traditionally
long straw (see the AVDC Thatching Advisory Guide
for an explanation of the different types of thatch)
often multi-layered with the potential for
archaeologically significant material within early
under-layers, some of which may be smoke blackened
thatch and of immense historical importance.

In Buckinghamshire generally, a hybrid roof has
developed through thatchers using the material that
was the cheapest to source and of good quality. This
comprises of combed wheat reed (a non-traditional
material) laid over or sparred onto early long straw
coats and dressed to appear as long straw with the
characteristic cross liggers at eaves level.

Ridges are generally block cut decorated ridges though
the elaboration of the ridge differs within certain parts
of the district, for example in Weston Turville the ridges
are block cut but simple and uncomplicated (Figure 32). 

The most traditional form of ridge is the straw flush
wrapover finish, not raised or patterned other than with
cross liggers (Figure 33).

A number of traditional straw roofs have been replaced
with combed wheat reed or water reed. This is despite
clear guidance from English Heritage and AVDC
regarding what is and is not acceptable and what
requires consent. Water reed in particular has very little
to do with the established thatch tradition for this part
of the country.

Slate
Welsh slate is a common material and is often seen as
a replacement for clay tiles, particularly on farm
buildings. Later extensions to buildings and Victorian
buildings constructed in the periods of the coming of
the railway to the larger settlements are also seen to
use the then widely available and cheaper slate.

Natural slate is seen at pitches of between 20-35
degrees.

In settlements such as Turweston, it is possible that
natural Welsh slates have replaced an entire tradition
of stone slates or thatch (Figure 34).
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34. Turweston – cottages and houses would have originally had
thatch or stone slate roofs.




