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A New Residential Community in a Village
ST. MARY'S CLOSE, SHINCLIFFE

Architect: Donald W. Insall, F.R.LB.A., M.R.T.P.L

THE vILLAGE of Shincliffe les about two miles out
of Durharm City, and with its attractive tree-bordered
streel of white-painted and mellow red-brick houses,
15 one of the most attractive in the County.

The land upon which this new housing scheme
has now arsen previously formed an enclave betwesn
the main street of the village and the by-pass: and the
only access (o i was through frontaging land in the
ownership of the Dean and Chapter of Durham
Cathedral, [n order to prevent the sterilisation of
useless back land. inaccessible For agriculiure, the
Dean and Chapter have purchased this, and in con-
Junction with the Rector of 51, Mary's Church, have
included glebe land a2t the rear to form a total site of
4% acres, on which 2% houses have now beesn con-
structed.

The contractors were Messes. Bell & Ridley, of
Dwrham, who also advanced the building capical.
All houses are held on 99 vears lease, with suirable
mamtenance covenanis. The architects lor  the
scheme were Messrs. Donald W, [nsall, FR.B.A..
4P Bip.. of London.

Survey amd Analysis

The site 15 10 such close proximity o the villags
that it wis essential that any new housing project
built there must be very closely integrated with the
village character and simosphers, and become in
effect a natural extension of it

A The Fillage,

It is not easy to reduce the spirit of 2 place 1o s
basw: elerments, therefore a careful analvsis was
carried out by the architects before any planning or
detailed site layour was commenced. This suggested
that at Shincliffe much is owed o ihree main
elements = namely:

(i} The s=nse of place and communiry, which the
willage retains so much mvore strongly than any
of its neighbouwrs.

(il Harmonious but varied architectural detail,
of which a close analyss was made.

fiii} The enclosed greens, with their very aractive

and important trees and planting,

8. The Sire.

A further and more detailed study of the site itself
wlso revenled three main characteristics:

{il A natural grouping into an upper and lower
green, separiated by a belt of mature sycamore
nees,

forl Afler a steep entronce, a zentle bul contimuous

slope wp the site 1o the east, again backed by a
continuous curtain of tress, and by existing
bick gardens calling for privacy.

(fii] The dominating featura - the spire of St
Mary's Church = which lies immediatzly o
the head of the site, and to which it was felt
that any new development should lead.

Considerable pains have been taken by the Chaprer

and their architects to underling and emphasise these
characteristics, and te maintain the natural ‘precines”
character of the site.

Entrance to the Site

Al the entrance 10 the site, the road rises sharply
from the existing "Low Greenm” outside the site,
through a cutting with steep banks on either side, T
provide an architectural link with the villame, houses
here have been kept small and of one storey, stepped
up the slope and linked by white-painted pergalas.
Low-pitched roofs were designed to avoid any over-
imtrusive skvline. The houses are sl afl an angle ta
the road, and thus ‘face into” the sie leading the eve
iowards the centre.

Middle Green

The road then curves round o the left intg the
first enclosure, aamed “Middle Green’ Facig oul
aver the entrince and agaim canted to look into the
green. aré threée fwo-storeyved houwses, their roof-
lines backed by the line of trees.

The group of houses around Middle Green have
all been planmed with, 50 (o speak, ‘linked arms”, in
such a way as 10 present o continuous ground-Noor
wall around the green. In this way a sheltered and
inwards-looking communal  grouwping  has  been
attained, foouwssed upon the Middle Green. Tis
children's play-area, play-features, parhs and seats
in the grass are all backed by the ling of sycamaores,

Upper Groen

Passing through these irees o the Upper Green,
the main feature of the site, 5t Mary's Church with
its spire, comes fully into view, although it can also
be seen from almost everywhers on the silg, either
aver {he rooftops or through spaces between
buildings.

Around the left of the Upper Green and climbing
up the slope towards the church is the main crescent
of pairs of houses, stepped and angled so as 1w lead
one’s eve up to the church, These houses look over a



small green, across and through the open layout of
individusl houses sited on the oppomte side. wihach
complete the natural grouping around the Upper
Green.

Architeciural Design

The architectural character of all the houses has
been kept simple and  village-like rather than
suburban = although without recourse (o historical
forma. Building marerialk and the principal eleva-
tional features have all been kept simple and unified
throughout the whole group. The principal material
is brick, carefully selected for texiure and colour,
and emphasised by white-painted horrontal board-
ing on the wpper lrontages. The roofs are low pitched
and of Hardrow slates.

The form and grouping of the building has as far
as possible been stressed by using darker matenals
in the natural shadow areas and lighter bricks and
paintwork for the more important highlights, 20 that
even on @ dull day the architectural form is sunny
and teliing in its effect.

House Types

Four principal house plans are employed, with the
addition of the five individually planned houses 1o
the South of the Upper Green. The accommodation
provided varies fnom the smaill single-storeyed houses,
with 2 bedrooms and onc largs living=dining room,
to large 3 or 4&-bedroomed houses, some also having
a study in addition. The inclusion of a siudy has
proved especially antractive to kecturers at Durham
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Liniversity,

In all cases circulation has been cul down to a
minamum and the greates: possible amount of space
given to living arcas. Very ofien a large living-dining
room has been provided, wath dividing doors 10 cunt
off either, as and when required.

All the living rooms have windows (acing south or
west for sunshine, The freplaces have been planned
on internal walls to minimise heat losses, Bathrooms
and kitchens are grouped for econemy in plumbing
and in most types there is a small ground floor
cloakroom. The glazed external porches have proved
popular, and are designed to house a pram as well as
to reduoe draughts.

Plans have all been kept adaptable, 1o allow for
aliernative room arrangements - for example one
i¥pe can be built with either 3 or 4 bedrooms of
differently graded sizeés. The room o the rear of the
kitchen in the Middle Green houses is designed 1o
serve alternatively as a study or workroom depending
upon famly needs.

Garages

Garages have been proveded for every house, in
most cases attached to i, but st back where possiblie
s0 as 1o screen parked cars and any garnge doors

left open. Mear the éntrance to the site, where houses

are se1 above the road and unbroken grass banks
were fielt 10 be specially needed, the garages have been
grouped rogether incondpwcucusly out of earshot and
out of view, but within casy distance of the howses (o
which they belong.

The scheme provides direct walkways linking all
houses with the approaches, the ¢hurch, the village
and the bus stop.

The planting scheme has been planned by the
Countly Planning Officer and his landscape siaff, as
a local example for the county. Exsting trées have
been emphasied with new planting grouped 1o sincss
and wnderling the mam architectural layowt. Flowers
and shrubs have been chosen 0 give interest ar all
times of the year. Paved areas, with seais and
children’s play zones, are sited on (he greens and
carefullv integrated with the planting. All front
gardens throughout the scheme have been combined,
unbroken by fences or hedges o form a spacious
seiting: while hedged privare gardens are provided
1o the rear of all houses. These vary in size for cach
house-type, allowing chowe for the keen and the
not-so-keen gardener.

Property at Shincliffc has always been much sought
after, becawuse of its position and character. St. Mary's
Close will provide maore people with the opportunity
of living there, whilst in this case enhancing rather
than spoiling an unusually attractive village.
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