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From the Ground, Up: vernacular building stones in a border landscape

Andrew Jenkinson®

JENKINSON, A. (2008). From the Ground, Up: vernacular building stones in a border landscape. Proceedings of
the Shropshire Geological Society, 13, 33-48. A look at the way in which vernacular buildings reflect the
underlying geology, enabling them to be read as a geological map, and a consideration of the importance of
recognising and conserving this degree of distinctiveness in the restoration of stone buildings.

Some distinctive lithologies have a very restricted outcrop, yielding building stones for local use which may be
the sole (local) source of supply, reflecting close proximity to the quarries and yielding the most accessible
exposures today. Examples include Alberbury Breccia, Acton Scott Limestone, the Pentamerus Sandstone of
Norbury and Wentnor, amongst others. These are the stones which give local distinctiveness to individual villages
or estates. But others are equally effective at reflecting the local geology, from the pale grey calcareous siltstones
of Corvedale to the Carboniferous Limestone of Llanymynech.

1Welshpool, Powys, UK. E-mail: andrew@scenesetters.co.uk

BACKGROUND

Many parts of Britain are characterised by their
building stones: the Jurassic Limestone of the
Cotswolds, the flint of the chalk downlands of the
south east, the granite of Dartmoor, and the
gritstone of “the north”. But look at a vernacular
architecture map of Britain and the chances are it
will show Shropshire, along with Cheshire to the
north and Herefordshire to the south, as “black and
white” or timber-framed country.

In practice, for buildings that date from before
the mid-nineteenth century, stone buildings are
more common than timber-framed ones in most
parts of the county, but this is not the general
perception because there is no single characteristic
stone (Figure 1).

Instead, one sees extensive use of local stone
mirroring the huge variety of different rock types
outcropping across the county. A few Shropshire
stones have structural qualities which make them
particularly suitable for building, notably the
freestones of the North Shropshire hills and, in
particular, Grinshill. Their reputation ensured a
wide market. But the most interesting are those of
very restricted outcrop, used of necessity, but only
in the immediate vicinity of the quarries. Examples
include:  Alberbury Breccia, Acton Scott
Limestone, the Pentamerus Sandstone (“Bog
Quartzite”) of Norbury and Wentnor, amongst
others (Figure 2). These are the stones which give
local distinctiveness to individual villages or
estates. But others equally reflect the local
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geology, from the pale grey calcareous siltstones
of Corvedale to the Carboniferous Limestone of
Llanymynech.

This paper considers a range of examples from
across the county, looking at the ways in which the
vernacular buildings reflect the underlying
geology, enabling them be read as a geological
map, and considering the importance of

recognising and conserving this degree of
distinctiveness in restoration of stone buildings.

Hyssmgton ( ow demollshed) close
to the county border between Shropshire and Powys,
epitomising the use of local stone for construction and
reflecting the diversity of rock types © Copyright 2007
Andrew Jenkinson.

The geological map of Shropshire is divided into
many divisions, as described in Peter Toghill’s
overview (2006). However, in the context of
building stones, age is not as relevant as
environment of deposition or intrusion.
Nevertheless, the variety of colours on the map
gives some idea of the tremendous variety of
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material types, some good for building and some
not so good. Transport costs limited their usage to
the nearest village or two until the coming of the
canal and then the railway, so distribution is
geographically limited.

ALBERBURY BRECCIA

It was John Pilgrim (Peter Toghill’s predecessor at
the University of Birmingham Department of
Extramural ~ Studies, at Shrewsbury) who

introduced the author to the topic of vernacular
building stones, through publication by the Field
Studies Council of Mercer’s study examining the
Alberbury Breccia (Mercer, 1959).
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Figure 2. Map of the area west of Shrewsbury revealing
the variety of rock types used for vernacular building,
taken from Figure 6 of Mercer (1959).

R
- X Alberbury
Breccia

Figure 3. Geological map of Shropshire showing the
small outcrop of the Permian Alberbury Breccia ©
Copyright 2006 Peter Toghill
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The Alberbury Breccia outcrops west of
Shrewsbury (Figure 3). These beds are located
near the contact between the subaerial red beds of
the topmost Carboniferous, just below the
overlying Permian boundary. Topographically
they cause a gentle rise in the landscape (Figure 4)
upon which have been built clusters of salmon
pink cottages (Figure 5).

Why was the Alberbury Breccia so special?
The similarity of the cottages reflects the estate
origin of the buildings, not only architecturally but
also geologically. The estate boundaries have
limited their distribution, in this case Leighton
Park; within the estate the landowner was able to
utilise his own materials at low cost: cheap to
excavate and cheap to transport using estate
labour. The outcrop of the Breccia is also spatially
restricted (Figure 6).

There are very few exposures today, but these
are sufficient to show that the curious red colour is
due to a red sandstone matrix containing pebbles
of grey Carboniferous Limestone, resulting from
erosion of the Carboniferous Limestone (Figures 7
and 8).

The Breccia was used for Alberbury Castle
(Figure 9), said to have been already ruinous by
1226. However, the nearby 14™ Century church is
not (Figure 10), perhaps because it was not an
estate building; it has been constructed using a red
sandstone from the North Shropshire hills.

Local walls show how coarse the rock is
(Figures 11 and 12), but it is not an ideal building
stone because of its irregularity. Nevertheless, to
retain the distinctive character of the buildings, it is
still employed, for instance in the modern village
hall which has been faced with stone extracted
from a temporary quarry within the village car
park (Figure 13).
.~

Figure 4. Landscape typical of the Alberbury Brecia;
Loton Park © Copyright 2007 Andrew Jenkinson.
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Figure 5. Salmon pink cottages on the Loton Park estate Figure 8. Detail within an exposure of the Alberbury
built from Alberbury Breccia © Copyright 2007 Andrew Breccia on the Loton Park estate © Copyright 2007
Jenkinson. Andrew Jenkinson.

Fio. 5.

‘The Alberbury Breecia and the cultaral landscape.  A—Alberbury, C—Cardeston, F—Ford,
We—Wattleshorough, Y—Yockleon.

Figure 6. Distribution of buildings incorporating
Alberbury Breccia in the vicinity of its outcrop © taken
from Figure 5 of Mercer (1959).

Figure 9. Alberbury Breccia used for the castle walls,

KA U = s Alberbury © Copyright 2007 Andrew Jenkinson.
Figure 7. Former quarry exposing Alberbury Breccia on

the Loton Park estate © Copyright 2007 Andrew
Jenkinson.
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Figure 10. Permo-Triassic red sandstone used for the
walls of the church nave (left), Alberbury © Copyright
2007 Andrew Jenkinson.

Figure 11. Alberbury Breccia used for stone walls on the
Loton Park estate © Copyright 2007 Andrew Jenkinson.

- i A
Figure 12. Detail of the Alberbury Breccia revealing the
red sandstone matrix and pebbles of grey Carboniferous
Limestone, Loton Park estate © Copyright 2007 Andrew
Jenkinson

Proceedings of the Shropshire Geological Society, 13, 33-48

36

Figure 13. Village hall, Alberbury, recently constructed
with a facing of Alberbury Breccia © Copyright 2007
Andrew Jenkinson.

PENTAMERUS SANDSTONE

The next example is a strong characteristic stone
from the Shelve area, widely used in this region.
Indeed, its strength has encouraged recycling of
stone obtained from demolition of cottages in the
mining community of Snailbeach.

This is the Pentamerus Sandstone (also known
as Bog Quartzite, but not to be confused with the
better known Stiperstones Quartzite which occurs
close by, notably along the Stiperstones Ridge). To
the south this is particularly fossiliferous, notably
around Norbury (Figure 14).

The Pentamerus Sandstone is a product of the
Ordovician (Llandovery) transgression over the
much older Longmyndian, representing shallow
water (possibly beach) deposits. At the village of
Norbury this outcrops as an apparently porous
rock, with large cavities. These occur where
calcareous fossil shells have been dissolved out,
leaving behind a surprisingly strong quartzitic
matrix. The curious arrowhead markings of the
shells have led to the local name “Government
Rock”, due to the similarity with the former War
Department logo (Figure 15).

Humps and hollows in the fields to the west of
the village are the sites of old quarries in this stone;
these were the source for the church and many of
the walls within the village. However, it could not
be easily trimmed and so stone had to be imported
for ornate carving such as for the window lintels,
mullions and quoins, for instance from Grinshill
(Figures 16, 17 and 18).

The recent Blue Remembered Hills project
utilised AONB funding to conserve the stonework,
in order to retain the unique character of Norbury
(Figure 19).

In general, stone walls are a rarity in
Shropshire, a predominantly agricultural county
dominated by thick soils. Where used, as at
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Norbury, they are indicative of the occurrence of
local building stone and former quarries.

Lo

b
e =
\\‘\\
KEY s Yo, ot 3 s
) th shrot Pentamerus

sandstone

or

Government

rock

Figure 14. Geological map of Shropshire showing the
outcrop of Ordovician Pentamerus Sandstone around
Norbury, where it is particularly fossiliferous (locally
known locally as “Government Rock™) © Copyright 2006
Peter Toghill

Figure 15. The characteristic “W” shape of the fossil
shells within the Pentamerus Sandstone (“Government
Rock™), Norbury © Copyright 2007 Andrew Jenkinson.

Proceedings of the Shropshire Geological Society, 13, 33-48

Figure 16. Pentamerus Sandstone (“Government Rock™)
used for the church at Norbury (see Figure 19 for detail of
poster to right of photo) © Copyright 2007 Andrew
Jenkinson.

Figur 17. Close-up of the Pentamerus Sandstone used
for the church at Norbury © Copyright 2007 Andrew
Jenkinson.
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Figure 18. Grinshill Sandstone used for the church
windows frames at Norbury © Copyright 2007 Andrew
Jenkinson.

Figufwéw19. AONB poster commemorating recent stone
wall restoration work at Norbury © Copyright 2007
Andrew Jenkinson.

ACTON SCOTT LIMESTONE

The Acton Scott Limestone, like the Alberbury
Breccia, is another very localised, estate stone
(Figure 20). This is unusual within the lower
Silurian since it is strongly calcareous; most of the
other lithologies hereabouts are siliceous,
including the characteristically striped Soudley
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Sandstone, quarried just to the north, but most
especially the weaker Onny Shales. The
occurrence of the limestone provided the best
stone for construction within the estate (Figures 21
and 22).

Acton Scott
Limestone

Figure 20. Geological map of Shropshire showing the
outcrop of Acton Scott Limestone © Copyright 2007
Peter Toghill.

Figure 21. Typical estate cottage built from Acton Scott
Limestone © Copyright 2007 Andrew Jenkinson.

© 2008 Shropshire Geological Society



VERNACULAR BUILDING STONES IN A BORDER LANDSCAPE

Figure 22. Acton Scott Limestone for the church tower,
Acton Scott © Copyright 2007 Andrew Jenkinson.

SOUDLEY and HORDERLEY
SANDSTONES

The tower of Acton Scott church has been built
from Acton Scott Limestone too, but difficulty of
working has led to the more easily trimmed
Soudley Sandstone being employed for the porch
(Figure 23).

The somewhat similar but darker Horderley
Sandstone has been used further south, in the
village of Wistanstow, giving a distinctive
appearance to the village street (Figures 24 and
25).
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Figure 23.  Colour banded and bedded Soudley
Sandstone, more workable than the Acton Scott
Limestone, imported for constructing the arch to the
entrance porch. However, the bedding is a plane of
weakness that has subsequently led to excessive spalling
© Copyright 2007 Andrew Jenkinson.

Figure 24. Wistanstow village with widespread use of
Horderley Sandstone (similar to Soudley Sandstone) —
view north along the former Roman Road © Copyright
2007 Andrew Jenkinson.
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Figure 25. Locally quarried, colour banded and bedded
Horderley Sandstone (similar to, but slightly darker than,
Soudley Sandstone), used for constructing a cottage in
Wistanstow © Copyright 2007 Andrew Jenkinson.

ASSORTED STONES

The wide variety of geological outcrops nearby has
led to an equally wide variety of building stones in
towns such as Church Stretton (Figure 26). The
parish church of St Laurence reveals this, from
Precambrian metasediments and metavolcanics,
through Lower Palaeozoic sandstones, to erratics
from the Quaternary glacial deposits (Figures 27 to
29), and a tower constructed of coarse sandstone:
the Hoar Edge Grit (Figure 30). This is lower
Ordovician in age, dating from the early
transgression over Longmyndian terrain (Figure
31).

The Lower Palaeozoic yields a number of
coarse sandstone horizons suitable for building
stone: the Hoar Edge Grit, the younger Kenley Grit
and Chatwall Sandstone, their strength being
expressed as topographic highs (Figures 31 to 34).

Church

Stretton

assortment
Carboniferous

Devonian

Silunan

Ordovicaan

Cambnan

Figure 26. Geological map of Shropshire showing the
varied outcrops in the vicinity of Church Stretton ©
Copyright 2006 Peter Toghill.
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Figure 27. Wide variety of lithologies used for the parish
church of St Laurence, Church Stretton. These include
Longmyndian metamorphosed sedimentary rocks, the
scorched appearance of Batch Volcanics, banded Soudley
Sandstone, and coarse, sometimes red, west Longmyndian
gritstone. The latter may well have come from
Haughmond Abbey, carted along the former Roman road,
rather than having been transported (in Norman times)
over the high ground of the Longmynd © Copyright 2007
Andrew Jenkinson.

A , -. 3 L0
Figure 28. Nave of St Laurence, Church Stretton,
revealing the wide variety of rock types, here mostly
Longmyndian metasediments and Batch Volcanics ©

Copyright 2007 Andrew Jenkinson.

Figure 29. Soudley Sandstone used for the northern
transept of St Laurence, Church Stretton, with cross
bedding revealed by groundwater-induced colour banding
© Copyright 2007 Andrew Jenkinson.
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Figure 32. Kenley Grit used for the church at Kenley ©
Copyright 2007 Andrew Jenkinson.

Figure 30. Tower of St Laurence, Church Stretton,
largely constructed from coarse Hoar Edge Grit ©
Copyright 2007 Andrew Jenkinson.

Hoar Fdge

Figure 31. Topographic setting of Hoar Edge as seen
from Caer Caradoc, east of Church Stretton, looking north
© Copyright 2007 Andrew Jenkinson.

Figure 33. Close-up of Kenley Grit revealing its coarse
grained nature © Copyright 2007 Andrew Jenkinson.
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Figure 34. Chatwall Hall built of Hoar Edge Grit ©
Copyright 2007 Andrew Jenkinson.

WENLOCK LIMESTONE

Some stone is now thought of more as a source for
industrially-processed material than a building
stone in its own right, for instance the Wenlock
Limestone, currently being extensively quarried as
a raw material for Ordinary Portland Cement.
However, it was previously employed for the
production of lime mortar and for agricultural lime
and, in the early days, as a local source of rubble
stone for building.

Rubble stone walls can be seen in the monastic
town of Much Wenlock, in vernacular buildings as
well as the Priory (Figures 35 to 37), the latter also
employing imported stone where a greater degree
of carving or workability was required (Figures 38
to 40).

Figure 35. Geological map of Shropshire showing the
outcrop of Wenlock Limestone © Copyright 2006 Peter
Toghill.
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Figure 36.

Farm buildings in the centre of Much
Wenlock constructed of Wenlock Limestone rubble ©
Copyright 2007 Andrew Jenkinson.

Figure 37. The parish church of Much Wenlock,
constructed largely of Wenlock Limestone © Copyright
2007 Andrew Jenkinson.

Figure 38. The walls of the Priory, Much Wenlock,
constructed of Wenlock Limestone rubble and Upper
Carboniferous sandstone ashlar © Copyright 2007
Andrew Jenkinson.
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Figure 39. Intricately carved Upper Carboniferous
sandstone for one of the cloister walls within the Priory,
Much Wenlock © Copyright 2007 Andrew Jenkinson.

Figure 40. Figures carved from Wenlock Limestone in
the lavetorium at the Priory, Much Wenlock © Copyright
2007 Andrew Jenkinson.

OLD RED SANDSTONE

The Lower Devonian sandstones of Brown Clee
Hill, the “Old Red Sandstone”, yield a widely used
building stone with a dull red to pale greenish grey
colour (Figures 41 and 42), for both vernacular
buildings, as at Neenton, and those of higher
status, such as Ludlow Castle and Ludlow’s parish
church of St Laurence’s (Rosenbaum, 2007).

Proceedings of the Shropshire Geological Society, 13, 3348

43

Figure 41. Geological map of Shropshire showing the
outcrop of Devonian “Old Red Sandstone” © Copyright
2006 Peter Toghill.

Figure 42. Dull red to pale greenih rey appearance of
typical Old Red Sandstone, Neenton Church © Copyright
2007 Andrew Jenkinson.

CARBONIFEROUS SANDSTONE

Towards the end of the Carboniferous, red beds
predominated yielding characteristically coloured
sandstones that have been utilised for building
purposes, for instance the Keele Beds quarried at
Alveley (Figures 43 to 44).

Somewhat stronger but duller sandstone is
found lower in the Upper Carboniferous, for
instance that quarried across the Severn at Highley,
yielding stone with a pale greyish brown colour.
However, although good as a building stone, it
lacks local distinctiveness.
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Figure 43. Geological map of Shropshire showing the
outcrop of Carboniferous Keele Beds © Copyright 2006
Peter Toghill

Figure 44. Red sandstone of the Keele Beds, Alveley ©
Copyright 2007 Andrew Jenkinson

DOLERITE

Igneous intrusions at the end of the Carboniferous
have left sills of very strong dolerite (locally
known as “Dhu Stone”) that now outcrop towards
the top of the Clee Hills. It is difficult to shape and
thus used locally as a rubble stone (Figures 45 and
46). It has a dark bluish grey colour when fresh,
but weathering during the Tertiary has oxidised the
iron-rich  minerals leaving a coating of pale
discolouration along the joint planes, rusty brown
when extensively developed. Secondary minerals
are also present. These have grown within the rock
over geological time whilst buried. Furthermore,
on exposure, growth of algae and lichen can
produce a grey-green colouration.
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Figure 45. Dolerite from the summit of Abdon Burf is
used extensively around the north end of Brown Clee, as
here at Cleobury North © Copyright 2007 Andrew
Jenkinson.

B ' oy

Figure 46. Dolerite from the Clee Hills revealing the
paler colour due to weathering (in part due to oxidation of
iron minerals and in part to the presence of secondary
minerals and even growth of algae and lichen) along
natural joint planes; the unweathered dolerite is dark
bluish grey when fresh © Copyright 2007 Andrew
Jenkinson.

PERMIAN SANDSTONE

The Permo-Triassic “New Red Sandstone” is
represented by extensive deposits of sandstone
across East and North Shropshire, outcropping
along the Severn valley around Bridgnorth and in
the isolated hills that stand above the North
Shropshire Plain. Although rather weak around
Bridgnorth (Figures 47 and 48), further north these
have yielded good building stones, generally red in
colour, at Nesscliffe and Grinshill, and in
Shrewsbury (Figures 49 to 54).

Hydrothermal alteration, by hot groundwater
caused by a Tertiary dyke intrusion, has meant that
a small volume at Grinshill became more
effectively cemented and lost its red colour,
becoming a pale yellowish grey: the Grinshill
Stone (Figure 55). This is the best quality building
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stone in Shropshire, can be shaped to form ashlar,
and is in reasonably close proximity to river (and
later rail) facilitating transport, particularly with
the coming of the railways in the mid 19" century.

Both pale grey Grinshill and red Permo-Triassic
stones can be seen together in some Shrewsbury
buildings, for instance St Julian’s church (Figure
54), but more recently construction has favoured
the more durable Grinshill Stone (Figures 56 to
58). This has a pleasant pale colour and often
shows a network of thin veins of barytes (Figures
59 and 60).

Grinshill

.
_ Shrewsbury —
Permo-Triassic

sandstones

Figure 49. Geological map of Shropshire showing the
outcrop of Permo-Triassic sandstones and the location of
Grinshill © Copyright 2006 Peter Toghill

Figure 47. Bright orange/red appearance of the gatehouse
at Dudmaston, built out of Permian Bridgnorth Sandstone
© Copyright 2007 Andrew Jenkinson.

Figure 50. Red Permo-Triassic sandstone used for All
Saints Church at Grinshill © Copyright 2007 Andrew
Jenkinson.

Nad ¥ =" ENL
Figure 48. Comparatively tance to erosion of
Bridgnorth Sandstone (compared to mortar) is illustrated
on the Dudmaston gatehouse © Copyright 2007 Andrew
Jenkinson.
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Figure 53. Both pale grey Grinshill and red Permo-
- Triassic seen together in the church boundary wall on the
= ~Shev— 2 W ke Tt NS corner of Old St Chad's churchyard, on Belmont,
Figure 51. Steps leading to a dwelling carved into the red Shrewsbury © Copyright 2007 Andrew Jenkinson.
Permo-Triassic sandstone at Nesscliffe © Copyright 2007
Andrew Jenkinson.

Figure 54. Both pale grey Grinshill (above) and red
Figure 52. Red Permo-Triassic sandstone used for the Permo-Triassic stones (below) can be seen in the tower of
castle keep and balustrades at Shrewsbury © Copyright St Julian’s church, Fish Street, Shrewsbury © Copyright
2007 Andrew Jenkinson. 2007 Andrew Jenkinson.
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Figure 55. Predominantly pale grey sandstone in the main
face of Grinshill Quarry © Copyright 2007 Andrew Figure 57. Former Shrewsbury School building, now the
Jenkinson. library, built of Grinshill Stone © Copyright 2007
Andrew Jenkinson.

Figure 56. Market Hall, Shrewsbury, built of Grinshill
Stone © Copyright 2007 Andrew Jenkinson.

Figure 58. Main railway station, Shrewsbury, built of
Grinshill Stone © Copyright 2007 Andrew Jenkinson.
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F'igure 59. Close up of the Grinshill Stone used for the
Butter Cross, Ludlow © Copyright 2007 M Rosenbaum.

Figure 60. Close up of Grinshill Stone used at the Market
Hall, Shrewsbury, revealing characteristic (diagonal)
veins of barytes © Copyright 2007 Andrew Jenkinson.

Figure 61. Not all buildings have employed stone in a

manner sympathetic to the architectural
Copyright 2007 Andrew Jenkinson.

style! ©
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CONCLUSIONS
Vernacular buildings across Shropshire reflect the
underlying  geology. Until recently their

importance for conserving the degree of
distinctiveness in the restoration of stone buildings
has not been widely recognised, a situation which
is now being rectified by increased public
awareness and changes to the planning regime.

Some distinctive lithologies have a very
restricted outcrop, yielding building stones for
local use which may be the sole source of (local)
supply, reflecting close proximity to the quarries
and yielding the most accessible exposures today.
Examples include Alberbury Breccia, Acton Scott
Limestone, the Pentamerus Sandstone of Norbury,
amongst others. These are the stones which give
local distinctiveness to individual villages or
estates. But others are equally effective at
reflecting the local geology, from the red Keele
Beds sandstone of Alveley to the pale grey
Silurian limestone of Wenlock.
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