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Building Style and Form 

2.6	 Traditional buildings within the Staffordshire Moorlands area have their 
own distinct character and style. The Moorlands is an area of dispersed 
settlement with small hamlets, scattered farms and the three market towns. 
The towns share certain characteristics. All have streets and spaces that are 
clearly defined by rear of the pavement built frontages, with buildings usually 
of between two and three stories in height. In Leek there is a tendency for 
slightly higher buildings, and a tendency for lower ones in Biddulph. 

2.7	 Leek and Cheadle town centres demonstrate past phases of growth outwards 
from their historic cores. Immediately adjacent to the historic cores are areas 
of 19th century and early 20th century terraced housing. These maintain the 
character of the centres in terms of scale and providing strong enclosure and 
definition of streets. Beyond these are areas of interwar housing. These are 
far more suburban in character, with housing often comprising semi-detached 
dwellings, set back from the road behind front gardens. Further out, there 
are more varied areas of post-war expansion.

2.8	 The villages in the area vary in character. Earlier development tends to 
comprise dispersed stone buildings with later 19th and 20th century 
development comprising red brick, small scale buildings. The layout and 
form of various villages is a mix of rear of the pavement frontages (such as 
Alton) and more fragmented and dispersed patterns of development (such 
as Oakamoor). Varied topography adds considerably to the character and 
townscape interest.

Farmsteads

2.9	 Traditional farmsteads in North Staffordshire consist of a detached house and 
one or more detached outbuildings serving a variety of functions. There is no 
set pattern to their arrangement, which is designed to fit the lie of the land. 
On steep slopes large buildings will lie along the contours, on gentler ground 
they may be arranged round a farmyard.

2.10	 Large outbuildings are called barns, irrespective of function. They may be 
cattle sheds with three or five smaller entrances and have haylofts with 
pitching holes. Threshing barns have a cart arch and threshing floor flanked by 
full-height storage space for grain crops with narrow ventilation slits. Some 
have a granary on an upper floor accessed by an external staircase. Smaller 
ancillary buildings may include shelter sheds, cart sheds, and bull pens. All 
have openings designed for a specific purpose, and large areas of unbroken 
walling particularly on the gable ends.

2.11	 Historic England has carried out an assessment of farmsteads in the West 
Midlands and identified that the Staffordshire Moorlands has a high survival 
rate of early farmsteads. 

Clerk Bank, Leek Ipstones Traditional moorlands farmstead, Bagnall
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Early Domestic Buildings

2.12	 Domestic buildings pre-dating 1500 are rare in the Moorlands and are 
always of timber. Features include arch-brace trusses, curved windbraces, 
smoke-blackened roofs trusses, and a late-medieval ground plan including 
a hall and cross-passage. Examples include Mosslee Hall, and the Hall 
House (Cheddleton). Stone foundations, re-used timberwork, and good 
documentation single out Manor Farm (Checkley) as a further example.

2.13	 Small cruck-framed buildings survive from the 16th century. These had steep 
pitched thatched roofs reflecting the shape of the cruck blades, and little 
room for an upper floor. The White House (Gillow Heath) is the best-
preserved example, retaining its thatch, outer walls, original ground plan with 
opposing entrances, and its timber-framed firehood (an internal chimney 
stack). The lack of upper floor headroom means most crucks survive on 
interior walls of building that have subsequently been enlarged.

2.14	 Timber-framed houses of box-frame design were built in both town and 
country, several with highly decorative framing. In Leek (the Roebuck), 
Cheadle (the Tudor Tearooms) and Upper Tean (Tean Hall) all date from the 
late 16th or early 17th centuries. Other examples are now encased in stone 
as at Stanlowe Hall (Longsdon).

2.15	 The relative importance and size of rooms was reflected in the windows 
size and spacing, resulting in an irregular façade. Windows were divided into 
‘lights’ by mullions. 

18th and 19th Century Houses

2.16	 New plan forms and new window styles made their appearance in the 18th 
and 19th centuries as the wealthier members of society built brick or stone 
buildings with symmetrical facades, and with double room plans.

2.17	 Houses built in the earlier part of the 18th century had cruciform windows 
with side-hung casements. By the mid-18th century sash windows were 
becoming the most common choice. 

Polite Architecture

2.18	 Pevsner described North Staffordshire as ‘Pugin-Land’ because of his 
immense contribution to the area. By the mid-19th century he had built Alton 
Castle, the Hospital of St John, made major alterations and extensions to 
Alton Towers, added a new range and chapel to Cotton College, and built 
the Roman Catholic church of St Giles at Cheadle, considered by Pugin to be 
his finest work.

2.19	 William and Larner Sugden made a major contribution to Leek, through a 
range of public and domestic buildings, including the Nicholson Institute, 
and the former District Bank on Derby Street. Hallmarks of their work are 
their command of a wide range of styles, their use of moulded brickwork, 
particularly on domestic buildings, and the style and prominence of their 
chimneys.

The White House, Gillow Heath, Biddulph.  
15th Century with cruck frame

No 77 and 79 High Street, Cheadle. 
17th Century House

The Old Coffee Tavern, Alton.  
Mid 18th Century house

Former District Bank, Leek.  
Dated 1882 by William Larner Sugden

Greystones, Stockwell Street, Leek. 
Late 17th Century house
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Industrial Architecture and Housing

2.20	 The Industrial Revolution brought a substantial legacy of both industrial 
and domestic buildings, as the towns and villages expanded to house the 
workers. Upper Tean is an outstanding example, and includes the Tean Hall 
Mills, whose 1824 Cross Mill is a fine example of a fireproof mill. The village 
was planned to support the mill community with the mill owners providing 
housing, schools and churches. These mill communities have a strong local 
character.

2.21	 In Leek the original part of Albion Mill is a good example of the simple 
architecture favoured by the earlier mill builders. The later mills tended to be 
more elaborate and architecturally self-conscious. Once again the Sugden’s 
were major contributors, their work including Big Mill, and the Cross Street 
Mills (Leek) and the Finishing Mill (Tean). 

2.22	 There are many examples of worker’s cottages associated with the District’s 
mills and their appearance was influenced by their date of construction, 
function, the aspirations of the mill owners and the status of the workers. 
The higher the status of the worker the more elaborate the housing. Mill 
owners and more affluent businessmen resided in grander houses and villas 
set in landscaped parks and estates on the edge of the main towns. Leek was 
once ringed with large houses but with urban expansion most have been 
absorbed into the built up area.  Pickwood Hall in Leek is an example of a 
property which retains its rural isolation. Development in these areas needs 
great sensitivity to conserve the landscape setting of settlements and have an 
awareness of the importance of these historic estates.

Style and Role of Modern Architecture 

2.23	 The design of new development into an area of traditional buildings requires 
considerable skill. Whilst there may be a desire to replicate traditional styles, 
if executed badly, the result can be a bland version that devalues the original.

2.24	 Previous generations of designers and builders were able to produce 
buildings that related well to the past without relying on imitation. This was 
achieved through the use of common materials, care in ensuring that the 
form and detailing  were in harmony with older buildings and a high standard 
of workmanship. The new development was complementary, rather than 
identical to, surrounding buildings.

2.25	 Polite architecture (which particularly in the 19th century produced one-
off buildings such as churches or town halls) is based on academic tradition 
rather than the vernacular, and on national rather than regional styles. It is 
only the use of local materials that links such buildings to the area.

2.26	 It may be preferable to find a design solution which responds to the 
traditional context but is also a work of architecture in its own right and a 
product of our time. This is not an easy option. As well as requiring good 
design skills, it needs an in-depth knowledge of what defines the character of 
the development site before going on to reshape it to meet today’s needs and 
those of future generations.  

Further information:

Landscape and Settlement  
Character Assessment (2008)

Historic England West Midlands Farmsteads  
and Landscape Project

Wellington Mill flanked by mill worker’s houses Weaver’s Cottages, Leek



3. New Development - Designing in Context
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Setting

3.1 	 The setting of any building should be carefully considered.  Attention should 
be paid to its impact on views into, over and out of the site. 

3.2 	 In the countryside or on the edge of settlements, buildings should sit 
comfortably in the landscape. This is best achieved by emulating the 
horizontal, ground-hugging form of traditional buildings with their strong 
eaves and ridge lines and simple, low silhouettes parallel with the contours.

3.3 	 When sites are in villages or towns, the pattern for new development will 
depend on the nature of that settlement. It is often the case that village and 
town centres will have designated conservation area with character appraisals 
that set out detailed descriptions of the nature of a settlement.  

3.4 	 Settlements contain a variety of building forms ranging in scale from two to 
four storeys. The relationship of one to the other creates a sense of rhythm, 
balance and good neighbourliness that should be maintained. There is usually 
an intricate pattern of roofs at different heights but with a common roof pitch 
and similar length of ridge. The palette of roof materials is often limited. New 
roofs should fit in with the existing roofscape of an area by respecting these 
traditional characteristics. The rhythm established by chimneys and coped 
gables present a similar opportunity.

3.5 	 New development, be it a single building or a group, must respect the ‘grain’ 
of the settlement. By this is meant the relationship buildings have to the 
street and to each other. A new house adjacent to the footpath in a high 
density, close-knit village is likely to be designed very differently from one in 
a more open village where properties are spaced apart and set back from the 
road.

Large Buildings

3.6	 Accommodating large buildings within the area needs to be handled carefully. 
Their appearance is usually driven by their use and may not sit comfortably 
within a more traditional context. However, they are often essential to the 
local economy and should be designed to be as inconspicuous as possible. 
This can be achieved by giving them a low profile, a shallow pitched roof to 
reduce the ridge height, and ensuring they are in dark or recessive colours. 
For very wide buildings, creating a series of parallel roofs rather than one 
enormous roof will help to break down the apparent bulk of the building. 
Sites on the skyline should be avoided. Instead, wherever possible, such 
buildings should be sited in shallow depressions or otherwise positioned to fit 
into the landform. Extensive landscaping, in the form of a wide shelterbelt will 
normally be required to reduce their impact further.

Primary Care Trust, Biddulph

Good composition and landscape design helps the former Britannia Building 
Society headquarters, Leek to integrate with its surrounding landscape
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New Development

3.7	 The architectural style of new development should be guided through an 
assessment and understanding of the character and context of the area. Sites 
may be capable of accommodating both contemporary and traditional forms 
of development that are high quality and functional. Design solutions should 
respond to the local tradition but without slavishly copying it.

Scale

3.8	 A new building should respect the scale of those surrounding it. Jumps in 
scale can sometimes be acceptable and can be justified if the development 
occurs at key locations such as on corners or at the end of vistas.

Materials

3.9	 New buildings should use facing materials that either match or complement 
those of the surroundings. Under certain circumstances, new materials can 
sometimes be used as a foil to more traditional materials to highlight and 
bring out their qualities. The use of materials is covered in more detail in 
Section 7.

Proportion

3.10 	 Where possible new buildings should pick up on the proportions of 
neighbouring buildings in some way. This need not necessarily mean 
replicating the disposition of openings, but could be a more subtle 
interpretation.

3.11	 There are some basic principles that need to be respected if the new is 
to harmonise successfully with the old. These relate to the three main 
characteristics of traditional elevations:

zz A balance of proportions between the overall shape of the walls and the 
openings they contain.

zz A high solid to void ratio in which the wall dominates

zz A simple arrangement of openings, usually formal (often symmetrical) in 
the case of houses, and informal in the case of outbuildings. 

3.12	 New buildings should be well proportioned and relate to the human scale. 

3.13	 The use of one design theory – the Golden Section – has left its mark 
on buildings from the mid 18th century onwards. This is a harmonious 
relationship of dimensions which was known to the Greeks and expressed 
as the ratio 5:8. Applying the ratio to one dimension generates a second 
dimension that will relate harmoniously with the first.

Rural housing schemes which illustrate how a modest and creative design approach can help maintain local distinctiveness 12 pane sash windows: each pane has the same 
vertical proportions as the window opening itself
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Form

3.14	 The form of a new building can often be a specific response to the brief or 
the particular setting. This may result in a form that is similar to those of the 
surrounding buildings but equally could also be different to meet the scheme’s 
specific requirements. The merits of a building’s form would have to be 
judged on its individual qualities in terms of its suitability in the site’s context.

Details

3.15	 Details are often the identifying factor for the age of the building and often 
result from a particular method of construction or skill. Depending on the 
sensitivity of the site, designers may choose to reinterpret the detailing of 
surrounding buildings in new ways or, they may choose to adopt modern 
construction details to help meet today’s high standards for the performance 
of the building envelope.

3.16	 Critical factors that need to be taken into account in approaching the detailed 
treatment of elevations include the solid to void ratio, that is how blank or 
windowed a building looks, and the disposition of openings. In terms of the 
solid to void ratio, traditional construction techniques effectively limited the 
width of openings, making them vertical in proportion and relatively small.  
For structural reasons, openings were kept well clear of corners or verges. 
As a result, doors and windows were surrounded by large areas of masonry 
making the wall the dominant element. 

	 This gave the building a high solid to void ratio. With disposition of openings, 
traditional buildings tend to have a simple, restful appearance as a result of:

zz Using a similar size and proportion of opening throughout.

zz Limiting the number of openings.

zz Arranging the openings harmoniously, often in a formal, symmetrical 
manner.

zz Keeping them away from corners.

3.17	 Modern construction and materials allows for much larger openings. 
The walls can become mostly windows or dispensed with altogether by 
supporting the roof on an independent structural frame. This design feature 
has become particularly desirable as it provides light habitable spaces. It may 
often be difficult to accommodate this feature in sensitive or more traditional 
forms of development. However, its insertion may prove acceptable when 
considering the design of new contemporary buildings or extensions.

Largely blank rear elevation of a traditional houseThe Ornua office building, Leek
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Sustainable development of new homes and buildings 

3.18	 We should be planning for new development to aim for zero carbon 
emissions. A goal that is eminently achievable through a combination of 
sustainable design principles including the following:

zz Siting ideally within a settlement with good access to public transport.

zz Maximising solar gain and increasing the proportion of glazing on south 
facing elevations.

zz Minimising heat loss by limiting openings to the north.

zz Avoiding exposed sites, frost hollows and flood risk areas.

zz Maximising the use of trees for shelter, privacy and air cleaning, but 
avoiding over-shading the south elevation.

zz Aligning the building with the contours to avoid artificial mounding or 
wasteful under-building.
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Points to remember:

Consider views into and out of the site.

In rural areas use ground hugging forms of development.

In towns and villages be guided by the existing context, 
pattern and grain of development and building heights.

Respect the existing roofscape in term of pitch, materials and 
details.

Large buildings are often difficult to accommodate so consider 
a low profile, shallow roof and the use of recessive colours. 

Site large buildings in shallow depressions and use extensive 
landscaping to reduce their impact.

New development should be guided by the existing character 
and context. Consider both contemporary and traditional 
forms that are high quality and functional

Respect surrounding scale but jumps in scale may be 
acceptable at key locations. 

Reflect the proportions of neighbouring buildings. Respect the 
solid to wall ratio and arrangement of windows.  

Modern materials allow for larger glazed openings. This is 
a desirable feature but care needs to be taken over their 
insertion in traditional forms of development. 

Aim for zero carbon emissions on new development.

 

Further Information:

Conservation Area Character Appraisals

Guidance note 3 – New Buildings 

Design Principles for Development in  
Staffordshire Moorlands 

New Dwellings and Extensions to Dwellings 




