
The veins of the Cotswolds Some of the 
Cotswolds’  
dry-stone  
walls, which 
collectively 
cover about 
4,000 miles, 
have lasted  
for centuries

Once cheap to build, using local materials and labour, the dry-stone 
walls of the Cotswolds are now crumbling. Nick Hammond speaks 

to the people who own, love, repair and look after them

‘I’ve had plenty of freezing, 
wet days, crushed thumbs and 

aches and pains, but I also 
remember the sun on my back 

and the birds singing ’ 
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Funding: the  facts and figures 
l Defra’s Environmental Stewardship scheme (run by 
Natural England) helps fund repairs for priority walls

l 360km (225 miles) of dry-stone wall are currently man-
aged through Defra’s voluntary, agri-environment schemes 
(under the Organic Entry Level Stewardship (OELS) 
stone-wall protection and maintenance option)

l A further 11km (seven miles) of stone-wall restoration 
is funded under Higher Level Stewardship (HLS) agree- 
ments (lasting 10 years), which represents an investment 
of £565,000 for dry-stone-wall restoration work

l From 2002 to 2007, 20km (121⁄2 miles) of dry-stone 
wall, within the AONB area, were restored under Caring 
for the Cotswolds grants and, from 2010 to 2012, 7km 
(41⁄2 miles) were restored under the Gas Pipeline Walling 
Grant Scheme

T raCing the contours like 
exposed fossilised verte-
brae, the Cotswolds’s dry- 
stone walls have marked 

boundaries and penned livestock for 
countless generations. They’re easy 
on the eye—but hard on the pocket. 
With good-quality rock and skilled 
craftsmen now in great demand, the 
cost of maintaining the 4,000 miles 
or so of walling is eye-watering.

alive and the walls themselves have 
a community benefit, enhance the land- 
scape and help the estate maintain 
an efficient barrier for grazing live-
stock. i love dry-stone walls and enjoy 
maintaining as much of them at 
Cornbury as is financially possible.’

The Prince of Wales is patron of the 
Dry Stone Walling association and has 
been vocal in his support of preserv-
ing traditional skills: ‘Dry-stone walls 
matter enormously, both in helping 
to keep the countryside together and 

also in providing the kind of landscape 
so many visitors and people expect, 
have become used to and want to see.’

The Stowell Park estate has more 
than 70 miles of its own walling and 
spends more than £50,000 a year main- 
taining them. Estate manager richard 
Bradford admits this does little more 
than scratch the surface. ‘We try  
to maintain the more visible stretches 
and the ones that still enclose stock, 
but there are large stretches that are 
in a very bad state of repair and  
we simply can’t afford to deal with 
them all. Weather erodes them, wind 
topples them and deer and badgers 
climb them and knock them down.’

He adds: ‘We have two stone-wallers 
permanently working on the estate, 
but it’s nowhere near enough to keep 
up. We get a small grant for the work, 
but it’s a fraction of what we spend.’

Dry-stone walling in the region 
stretches back past the Enclosures 
acts of the 17th and 18th centuries. 
The burial mound at Belas Knap  
is supposed to be one of the oldest 
local examples.

Landowners used local labour and 
stone dug from their own pastures 
to build the original walls in a cost-
efficient manner. a good dry-stone wall 
has a front and back and the inside 
needs to be as well built as the outside 
to keep out rain. Each individual stone 
has to be hand sorted and ‘faced up’, 
prior to placing in its own unique slot 
in the wall, where it may remain for 
centuries. This, at least, partly explains 
why the work is so expensive.

‘if you knock two good pieces of stone 
together, they should ring like a bell,’ 
says David glenn of Huntsmans 
Quarries near naunton, gloucester-
shire. ‘if it’s poor-quality stone, there’s 
just a dull thud. The amount of stone 
we quarry that’s suitable for walling 
is tiny. it has to be checked by hand 
to make sure there are no cracks or 
fissures that will explode with time 
and frost and, ideally, stored under dry 
conditions before it’s used. The colour 
of Cotswold stone ranges from cream 
through blue, grey and even orange. 
and the stone changes colour as it 
weathers and the lichens grow.’

With good-quality dry-stone walling 
costing about £300 a metre (about 3ft) 
in the Cotswolds, it’s little wonder that 
many are attempting to turn their 
own hand to this ancient rural craft. 

John Hepworth teaches dry-stone 
walling at the Cotswold Conservation 
Board and is the southernmost prac-
titioner in the UK. ‘it’s mainly spring 
to autumn work and we concentrate 
on more general construction outside 
those times,’ he explains. ’it’s a labour-
intensive job and is thus a very 
expensive business. When you see 
how many miles of walls there are 
around here, you get an idea of why 
upkeep is so expensive.’

gilbert Stirling Lee has been a waller 
for more than 25 years and, in 2006, 
was personally handed the Dry Stone 
Walling association’s Pinnacle award 
by The Prince of Wales for his work 
at The Manor, Temple guiting. ‘There 
have been some tough times over the 
years when work wasn’t so easy to find,’ 
he says. ‘But things have picked up and 
good-quality work is very much in dem- 
and. We’ve just finished a large and 

‘If you knock 
two good pieces  

of stone together, 
they should ring 

like a bell ’ responsibility lies firmly with the 
landowner. Some grant funding is avail- 
able, but, even then, it’s merely a con- 
tribution towards costs. in practice, 
this means that many stretches of wall, 
weathered by the seasons, year upon 
year, are now in a parlous state of repair.

‘We spend £35,000 a year on main- 
tenance and that gets us less than 80 
yards of renovations,’ explains Lord 
rotherwick of the Cornbury estate, 
Charlbury, Oxfordshire. ‘We produce 
our own walling stone, quarried from 
the estate. There are many who claim 
to be dry-stone wallers, but few are 
capable of making a lasting 10ft deer 
wall and wallers often work in difficult 
conditions. Our renovations are import- 
ant in keeping these traditional skills 

unusual job on motorway services 
south of gloucester, where we’ve been 
for six months, and next, we go back 
to do the other side of the motorway.’

John Day is a Master Dry Stone 
Waller, now in his seventies and sur-
rounded by a lifetime’s work. From 
the age of 15, he learnt the skills  
of a waller and has spent his working 
life out in the formal gardens and 
pastures of the Cotswolds. From the 
pretty village of Middle Barton, where 
he now lives in semi-retirement, he can 
keep a close eye on any new repair 
work going on around him.

‘it’s impossible not to look at it with 
a critical eye,’ he chuckles. ‘i started 
learning in 1957 and have worked  
on walls pretty much ever since. 
good-quality walling is a fearful 
price now, so i appreciate how hard 
it is for landowners to keep up with 
the work. But there are still many 
good craftsmen out there doing some 
lovely work. There are also a few that 
are not quite so suited to it. We’ve 
taught quite a few iT people, who 
come to learn something completely 
different to their everyday lives, but 
not many last, to be honest.’ 

But is it worth it? ‘i’ve had plenty 
of freezing, wet days, crushed thumbs 
and aches and pains,’ replies Mr Day.  
‘But i also remember the sun on my 
back and the birds singing. i’ve 
found myself in some beautiful places. 
Days when you’d stop for a sandwich 
and a cup of tea and look around you 
and realise how fortunate you are  
to be on one of the most magnificent 
estates in England. it’s been a lovely 
trade to be in.’

Above: As well 
as forming bar-
riers, dry-stone 
walls enhance 
the landscape. 
Below: The 
Prince of Wales 
attends a Royal 
Agricultural 
University  
demonstration

Good-quality 
stone and 
skilled crafts-
men are in  
high demand

‘ The colour 
of Cotswold stone 
ranges through 

cream, blue, grey 
and even orange ’ 
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