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As a buildings archaeologist, I spend

a lot of time working on my own.

Because of this, I really value being

part of a wider community of 

people who share my interest in

buildings and have been a member 

of The Scottish Vernacular Buildings

Working Group (SVBWG)

(https://svbwg.org.uk/) for many

years; more recently, I have also been

on the committee of The Vernacular

Architecture Group (VAG)

(https://www.vag.org.uk/). VAG hosts

an annual Spring Conference

focusing on visiting buildings over

three days, complemented by a series

of four evening lectures. 

The 2026 conference took place in

Scotland in June, after three years of

planning by me and other members of the

SVBWG Council; it was attended by just

under 60 candidates and spanned four

days. From the outset, the aspect I valued

most was the connection with the other

members of the SVBWG Council and wider

membership community as we pulled

together ideas of sites we could visit and

speakers we could invite. We quickly

settled on Stirling University as the base for

the conference – it offered excellent public

transport links, could provide everything

required in terms of accommodation and

lecture space, and its location allowed

easy access to a range of other places. We

decided that we wanted to cover a wide

variety of buildings, both in terms of

building type and location, so we put

together a programme that included urban

and rural buildings, coastal and upland

locations, and sites that ranged from a croft

house to a palace. 

During the conference itself, my focus was

definitely on the buildings and the logistics

of visiting them, particularly the problem of

extracting 60 enthusiastic people from a

building after only two hours, when they

could easily have spent a whole day

exploring it! In the weeks following the

conference, I realised the most valuable

takeaway was the connections made, both

between the delegates at the conference

and with the custodians and communities

who looked after the buildings we visited.

The strength of both groups is the diverse

backgrounds of their membership, which

was clearly seen at the conference. The

attendees were a combination of buildings

professionals, interested knowledgeable

amateur enthusiasts, and owners of

vernacular buildings. Among the

professionals in attendance there was a

wide range of occupations including (but

not limited to) archaeologists, academics,

architects, surveyors, conservation

specialists, dendrochronologists and

employees of national bodies. The

conference highlighted how different

people look at and interpret buildings

differently, with everyone bringing their

own area of specialism and experience.

One person may identify a subtle

difference in the masonry or mortar of a

building, while someone else would see a

detail in the roof structure or an

architectural similarity with another

building. There was plenty at each building

for discussion and this was enthusiastically

carried on over a pint at the end of each

day. It’s clear that in order to fully

understand any building, a range of

different experiences is needed, and our

time spent together at the conference

helped to build connections with others

and broaden those experiences.

Another aspect of the conference which

went beyond simply appreciating the

buildings was the important role historic

buildings have in building connections

within communities. A number of the

buildings we visited were owned by trusts

with a focus on community participation.

This was in sharp contrast to the position

many of these higher-status buildings

originally held within their communities in

the past. They were often built to impose

power and authority on the local

population and were not accessible to the

vast majority of people unless they were in

service to the owners. These buildings are

now owned and run by the local

community, who have been instrumental in

deciding how they should be used to

maximise benefit and access for everyone.

In contrast, we visited Innerpeffray Library

(https://innerpeffraylibrary.co.uk/), which,

while not a vernacular building, is an

exceptional testament to a building built to

connect a community, and one which is

continuing to do so today.

Groups such as SVBWG, VAG and

other regional buildings groups are

invaluable in building connections

and relationships across a wide

variety of professionals, allowing

networking and exchanges of skills

and expertise. More importantly, they

provide a forum to build connections

and relationships between

professionals and those who live and

work in vernacular buildings. 
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Sauchie tower;

the tower is

usually only open

on the Doors

Open Days

weekend, but

conference

attendees were
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the amazing

interior. Credit:

SVBWG

Long House, Killin.
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an initial planning
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conference!).

Credit: SVBWG

Jenni Morrison McIfA (1947), 

cFA Archaeology

I realised the most valuable

takeaway was the connections

made, both between the

delegates at the conference

and with the custodians and

communities who looked after

the buildings we visited.

How we can connect

through buildings

Vernacular

Architecture 

Group (VAG)

Spring 

Conference 

2026

https://innerpeffraylibrary.co.uk/
https://www.vag.org.uk/
https://svbwg.org.uk/

