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Project summary 

The aim of the project is to establish the chronology and extent of the reconstruction of buildings in 
the medieval town centre, following Stratford-upon-Avon’s town fires of 1594, 1595 and 1614. Post-
fire documentary sources record damage to certain buildings, especially in High Street and Chapel 
Street, and architectural appraisal indicates that several timber-framed buildings surviving today date 
from the post-fire period. However, more needs to be established concerning the scale, nature and 
speed of this rebuilding, and the impact of the fires, both on the economic well-being of the town and 
the fortunes of the families most seriously affected. For many buildings there is simply no 
documentary evidence to draw on. Moreover, even when documentary evidence exists, it is either 
confusing or only establishes a date by which rebuilding had taken place. Conversely, it may record 
fire damage to properties that, from surviving architectural features, appear not to have been entirely 
rebuilt. High-level building analysis and dendrochronological investigation will resolve much of this 
uncertainty, provide a sound base for the interpretation of the documentary evidence, and throw 
definitive light on a crucial episode in the evolution of the architectural and cultural heritage of this 
internationally renowned town. 

Background 

The general effect of Stratford’s town fires features in most accounts of the town’s history and, using 
documentary sources, the areas of the town most seriously affected have been outlined in the Victoria 
History of the County of Warwick, iii, 1946, p. 223, and considered in more detail by Robert Bearman 
in 'Stratford's fires of 1594 and 1595 revisited', Midland History, 2000. This research, combined with 
architectural appraisal, is reflected in the ‘list entry descriptions’ of many town-centre properties in 
the National Heritage List for England (NHLE). However, no in-depth research has yet been carried out 
to establish, by combining building analysis and dendrochronological investigation with archival 
research, precisely which parts of the town’s main thoroughfare (High Street and Chapel Street) were 
affected by these town fires, the detailed chronology of the reconstruction work, the similarity (or 
not) in building design and layout, and the status of the families who were faced with the costs of 
rebuilding their premises.  

An associated background factor is the work of the Stratford-upon-Avon Society over the last fifteen 
years to highlight the importance in architectural and heritage terms of what is now known as the 
town’s Historic Spine, made up of four streets, High Street, Chapel Street, Church Street and Old Town, 
leading from the original Domesday settlement clustered round the parish church to the centre of the 
‘new town’ laid out, c. 1200. As befits a thoroughfare of this importance, it is now lined with some of 
the town’s most important buildings (as reflected in their current entries in the NHLE) and the Society 
has drawn attention to this in a printed guide (now updated in a third edition, with an on-line version 
on its website), and by co-ordinating the installation of explanatory pavement plaques in front of ten 
of the most important buildings along the route, with another six in active preparation. The 
enhancement of this route has also been made one of the objectives of the town’s recently-adopted 
Neighbourhood Plan. 

https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list
https://www.stratfordsociety.co.uk/what-we-do/historic-spine
https://www.stratford.gov.uk/doc/208868/name/Stratford-upon-Avon%20made%20Neighbourhood%20Plan.pdf
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The Historic Spine project has already benefitted from independent dendrochronological work carried 
out on several buildings along this route:  

• Church Street, the former Guild Hall (Alison Arnold, Robert Howard and Cliff Litton, The 
Guildhall Complex and Pedagogue's House, Stratford-upon-Avon, Warwickshire: tree-ring 
analysis of timbers: scientific dating report, English Heritage, 2006) 

• Church St, the first schoolmaster’s house (Alison Arnold and Robert Howard, Tree-ring analysis 
of timbers from the ‘infill’ building of the Almshouse and Guildhall complex, Church Street, 
Stratford-upon-Avon, Warwickshire, Nottingham University, 2010: unpublished. 

• Church St, Almshouses (Alison Arnold and Robert Howard, The Almshouse Range, Church Street, 
Stratford-upon-Avon, Warwickshire: tree-ring analysis of timbers, Nottingham University, April 
2019)  

• Old Town, Hall’s Croft (D.W.H. Miles, The tree ring dating of Hall's Croft Stratford-upon-Avon 
Warwickshire, 1999: unpublished) 

• Chapel Street, Falcon Hotel (Martin Bridge and Cathy Tyers, Falcon Hotel, Chapel Street, 
Stratford-upon-Avon, Warwickshire: Tree-ring Analysis of Elm and Oak Timbers, Historic 
England, 2019) 

However, these buildings (with the possible exception of the Falcon, dated to 1628) are not in the area 
known to have been affected by the 1590s fires. Documentary sources point instead to High Street 
and Chapel Street and their immediate environs as the centre of at least one of the fires. It is also here 
that a fine cluster of timber-framed buildings survives.  

Aims 

Building analysis and dendrochronology in this area of the town will serve to extend considerably our 
understanding of the part these fires played in the development of the town’s built heritage and to 
enhance our knowledge of the development of Stratford’s timber-frame tradition. In more detail, the 
aims of the project will be to establish:  

• which parts of the town’s main thoroughfare (High Street and Chapel Street) were affected 
by the town fires of 1594 and 1595? 

• on a house-by-house basis, how soon rebuilding work was put in hand and then carried 
through to completion? 

• given that many of these properties are broadly of late 16th/early 17th-century date, will 
building analysis reveal common features?  

• what were the status and later fortunes of the families who were faced with the costs of 
rebuilding their premises? 

 
Taking these elements together, there is the potential for a major contribution to the understanding 
of the development of the town’s built heritage at this pivotal moment in its history. Wider 
considerations ‒ active involvement of the community (further described below) and an increased 
awareness of the importance of nurturing the country’s architectural and cultural heritage – fit well 
into the objectives of Historic England’s current Corporate Plan. 
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Business Case and Public Value Framework 

The project will link positively with Historic England’s Future Strategy (2021), Corporate Plan (2021-
22), and Research Agenda (2017) and will align with Historic England’s Public Value Framework. It 
embraces all three areas of focus in the Historic England Future Strategy (2021): 

• Thriving Places 
• Connected Communities 
• Active Participation 

This project will also contribute to the Historic England Corporate Plan (2021-22), particularly the 
strategic objective to work with people to build the skills, knowledge, confidence and motivation to 
fight for, and look after, their historic environment. Likewise: 

• Investing in knowledge creation, skills and organisations where HE help is most needed 
• Working with communities to build capacity in engaging and cost-effective ways 
• Developing inclusive content, events, partnerships and projects to enable everyone to enjoy 

and understand England’s historic environment 

The project is to be overseen by the Stratford Society whose charitable aims and activities, as already 
outlined, include the conservation of the town’s cultural heritage for the benefit of residents and 
visitors alike, whilst recognising the contribution these assets make to the town’s economic well-
being. These are issues which, in general terms, feature in many books about the town. This project, 
by combining research in inter-locking disciplines, will transform our understanding of this particular 
element in the evolution of the town’s architectural character. At the same time, it will provide details 
which can be added, property by property, to the NHLE list entry descriptions as part of the Enriching 
the List initiative. It will lead volunteers and property owners/tenants to a better understanding of 
heritage issues and, it is hoped, inspire them to undertake further investigative work. 

It will also flag up the need to find new uses for buildings which have outlived the purpose for which 
they were originally designed, a factor that can better inform the local planning authority in its efforts 
to protect those buildings which, by their inclusion in the NHLE ‒ two at Grade I and several at Grade 
II* - are already designated as important for the contribution they make to the town’s built heritage. 
This will also be in alignment with a developing strategy to safeguard the future of the building stock 
in the town centre through the conversion of empty and neglected upper floors into functional units 
as a means both of attracting more residents into the area and of ensuring that these buildings, 
particularly their upper stories, are properly maintained. 

This approach also ensures that this project embraces the four pillars of the Historic England Public 
Value Framework that the outcomes will deliver public value: 

• the purpose of the project is well defined and realistically time-tabled, takes account of possible 
risks, and is in line, as already explained, with Heritage England’s published goals.  

• costings have been assessed on the basis of the contractors’ considerable experience and will be 
monitored appropriately. 

• community stakeholders (as further described in the next section) have been identified and will 
be invited to join a steering committee which will be provided with progress and final reports, 
both in digital and hard copy formats. 

• outcomes have been evaluated, as described below as part of the assessment process. 

https://www.stratfordsociety.co.uk/
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The project is fortunate in the in-kind support offered by Historic England Scientific Dating and the 
Shakespeare Birthplace Trust. The Stratford-upon-Avon Society, from its own resources, will be 
responsible for the overall management of the project and supervision of the publication of the 
outcomes of the research. Through its website it will also keep the public informed of progress. Society 
members, and others of the wider community who have expressed interest, will be invited to become 
involved in voluntary work as further described below. 

Stakeholders/interface 

The project will be managed by a Steering Group of representatives of the Stratford Society, Historic 
England, the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust and two professional buildings consultants. The Town 
Council (especially in its role as overseer of the Neighbourhood Plan), and the Stratford Town Trust 
will also be invited to become members together with interested owners/tenants of the principal 
buildings involved. Communication will be maintained with groups with an existing interest in the 
subject (including the Stratford Historic Buildings Trust and Escape Arts and the Dugdale Society) and 
with educational facilities and others likely to benefit from the findings. 

This Steering Group will meet regularly and will serve as the main forum for keeping stakeholders 
updated on progress. Those not able to attend will be kept informed by means of a newsletter and 
pages on the Stratford Society website and Facebook. Formal reports will be submitted to Historic 
England on a regular basis. 

Methods and scope 

The methodology will include consideration of all available evidence from Historic England (including 
its Historic Environment Record), the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust and other archive repositories, and 
the Warwickshire Sites and Monuments Record.  

Each property (approximately 50 in all) in the two streets will be assessed on the basis of:  

• surviving documentary evidence concerning fire damage in 1594, 1595 and 1614. 

• dendrochronological investigation of timber-framing, to establish which buildings escaped 
the fires and which had to be rebuilt, or partially rebuilt.  

• any other evidence (archaeological, architectural, pictorial etc.) which would imply 
rebuilding (or not) at the turn of the 16th century.  

Provisional survey and assessment work will be carried out by the building recorders, the 
dendrochronologist and other key members involved in the project. The NHLE list entry descriptions 
indicate that up to twenty properties could prove suitable for dendrochronological investigation and 
building analysis. However, if, following initial survey and assessment, more than twenty buildings are 
identified as having potential for more detailed work, priorities will be discussed with Historic England 
to adjust the recording and dendrochronology programme as appropriate. On the other hand, if 
preliminary assessment, or difficulties of access, lead to fewer than twenty buildings becoming 
available for high-level building recording and analysis and dendrochronological investigation, then 
there will be discussion whether the project could be extended to include other buildings in the 
immediate vicinity (the east ends of Ely Street and Wood Street, for example, and the west end of 
Sheep Street) where documentary evidence already indicates evidence of 1594/95 fire damage. 

Building assessments and recording to Level III will be carried out on buildings selected for 
dendrochronology and to Level II on buildings assessed but not selected. This work will be carried out 
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by two expert Buildings Archaeologists, who will be involved jointly in the analysis of the buildings, 
and will also review and validate the reports. They have special expertise in timber-frame construction 
in Warwickshire and the region, and on the compilation and interpretation of documentary evidence 
for buildings, including several in Stratford. 

The intention is to focus primarily on the fine group of timber-framed buildings at the south end of 
High Street, Nos 17/18 (Grade II) and Nos 19/20/ 21 (Grade II*, Grade II), and, facing them, Nos 23/4 
(Grade II*), No. 25 (Grade II*), No. 26 (Harvard House; Grade I), Nos 27/8 (Grade II), No. 29 (Grade II) 
No. 30 (Grade II*) and No. 31 (Grade II). The owners/tenants of all these properties have agreed in 
principle to allow the necessary work to take place.  

Other timber-framed buildings in High Street are now concealed behind later frontages but it would 
still be helpful to attempt to date these. There are two at the north end of the street, one No. 38 
(Grade II), which has substantial remains at second floor level of its original timber frame. A nearby 
property in Wood Street (Nos. 5-6) is known to have suffered badly in the 1594/95 fires and 
dendrochronological investigation at No. 38 High Street might therefore produce interesting results. 
Conversely, a timber-framed house opposite this (No. 1 High St, Grade II*) is thought to date from 
earlier than the 1594/95 fires. Dates for these houses would provide specific evidence of the extent 
of the fires. The freeholders of both properties (Nos. 1 and 38) are willing to support the project.  

In Chapel Street (the continuation of High Street), documentary sources confirm fire damage at No. 7 
(Grade II), a timber-framed building, and at a building on the site of No. 11, since demolished. Other 
timber-framed buildings (for which no documentary evidence of fire-damage survives) include the 
Shakespeare Hotel (once three separate houses, Grade II*), and Nos. 6/6a (Grade II) and Nos. 20 
(Grade II), 21 (Grade II) and 22 (Nash’s House, Grade I).  

The documentary research will be carried out in association with the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust 
whose Library and Archive Collections contain much of the relevant material. This work would involve 
volunteers with an interest in the subject, conducted under the supervision of Dr Robert Bearman, 
former Head of Archives and Local Studies at the Trust, who has had many years of experience in 
tracing the history of buildings in the town. The Birthplace Trust will offer ‘in-kind’ support in arranging 
for access to its collections and for making images available for reproduction in the final report. The 
volunteers will meet regularly to discuss working methods and other matters of mutual interest. 

Two public presentations will be made: one at the beginning and one at the end of the project. These 
will be directed towards the volunteers, local authority representatives and property owners/tenants. 
That at the beginning will explain the overall objectives of the project, and the techniques and 
disciplines of building recording, archival research and dendrochronological investigation. That at the 
end will give an overview of the results. In addition, during the course of the project, on-site 
presentations will be arranged, specifically for the volunteers. These will be half-day events, to be led 
by two or three of the team leaders, possibly including the dendrochronologist, when volunteers will 
be able to visit buildings not only either under investigation or newly recorded and dated, but also 
buildings previously studied, such as Hall’s Croft and the Falcon. These will demonstrate both what 
has been achieved and how the methods described in the initial presentation have been applied. 
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Evaluation and assessing impact  

The Stratford Society already has a considerable body of evidence to confirm that its Historic Spine 
initiative enjoys widespread support. The successive editions of its ‘walking guide’, the willingness of 
property owners to sponsor ‘pavement plaques’ and the inclusion of the Spine concept in the 
Neighbourhood Plan are all testimony to this and indicate that this present project, by focussing on a 
particular section of the Spine, will have a similarly positive impact. These responses will be monitored 
in the following areas. 

• The local newspaper, the Stratford-upon-Avon Herald, has already run a series of articles on the 
Spine and has undertaken both to announce this current project and to update readers on its 
progress. A series of posts on the Stratford Society’s website will provide a further means of 
evaluating a positive response to the project’s aims. Any resulting comments will be logged.  

• Members of the Steering Group will also be asked to report on the interest in the project on the 
part of the participating organisations.  

• The reactions of the volunteers to the series of presentations will be used to assess their 
increasing interest, in general terms, in historic townscapes, and also their willingness to become 
involved in other practical work to conserve them.  

• It is anticipated that local societies and educational establishments will seek to arrange meetings 
with the Society when the purpose of the present project will be discussed in more detail. 
Indeed, in the more general context of the Spine, such meetings have taken place in the past.  

• The responses from owners and tenants of the properties involved, especially their willingness to 
sponsor further information panels and plaques, will also form part of this evaluation.  

• The impact of the study on planning and development issues can also be measured, firstly, as 
mentioned above, in ‘enriching’ the official NHLE list entries and by feeding the data to the 
Historic Environment Record. References to the study in planning reports and applications will 
also be noted, not only in the handling of planning applications but also in the formulation of 
development plans and Conservation Area enhancement schemes that aim to foster a better 
appreciation of the built environment. 

Products, communication, engagement and archiving  

The communication of results will be achieved by (inter alia):  

• Press releases 
• Postings on the Society website and Facebook page 
• The presentation of the findings to interested bodies 
• Enhancement of Historic England’s official sources 

In addition, the Society will publish a new edition of its Historic Spine guide to include the most recent 
discoveries and take account of these in the commissioning of any further pavement plaques and 
display panels. 

The results of the survey will also be made publicly available through two publications. One will be in 
the form of a popular publication and the other a more academic book, or long article in a learned 
journal, assessing the findings in the context of the town’s architectural and cultural heritage, and 
more particularly the effect of the fires both on the physical appearance of the town and on the town’s 
economy. Both will be available in hard copy and online.  
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Both sources would direct readers to the archive of more detailed working papers and reports to be 
deposited at the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust, a recognised archive repository, where they can be 
easily accessed. In addition the dendrochronological programme will be reported in the Historic 
England Research Report Series and an OASIS form will be completed, as appropriate, to enhance 
awareness of the project and its outcomes. The results will also be reported in the annual lists of tree 
ring dates published in the journal of the Vernacular Architecture Group.  

Stages 

There will be five main stages in the work as follows: 

• Organise and undertake a presentation providing an introduction to the project and techniques 
and disciplines to be employed. 

• Carry out a review of the extant archival research in order to inform the initial survey. 

• Undertake an initial survey to identify which buildings would merit further investigation in terms 
of building-recording and dendrochronology. 

• Select, prioritise and undertake building recording and dendrochronology, alongside archival 
research. This is not easy to time-table due to access considerations and other known commitments, 
but an approximate approach is given in a following section. However, at least in property-by-
property terms, dendrochronology will be needed before detailed building recording can be 
finalised, whereas documentary research can be independently carried out as a parallel operation.  

• Weld these strands together in a final report. It is proposed that this would be produced both in 
the form of a scholarly essay for journal publication and also as a more ‘popular‘ version in hard 
copy and online as explained in the preceding section.  

The project is funded under Historic England’s Heritage Protection Commissions Programme, through 
contract 8452. The project duration is 42-months, commencing in March 2022 and ending in 
September 2025. 

 

Contact 

Dr Lindsay MacDonald, Chairman, The Stratford-upon-Avon Society:  lindsay.macdonald@ucl.ac.uk  

 

 

http://www.historicengland.org.uk/research/results/reports
http://www.historicengland.org.uk/research/results/reports
mailto:lindsay.macdonald@ucl.ac.uk
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