Cycle of Life

Just over 20 years ago, Sarah Wigglesworth presented a visionary
example of green architecture - made of straw. Now it’s time for an
update.
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Please note that this article was written in German and has been translated to English.
Straw smells wonderful. It breathes. It 's warm,
an excellent insulator. And it even deadens the
sound - the London city for noise, for example, or
the of the train’s on the path to Scotland.
When Sarah Wigglesworth and her partner
Jeremy Till decided at the end of the 90’s
to build a house of straw, the idea seemed
so strange, so unheard of, that initially no
construction company could be found to
undertake the project. But the two architects
were convinced that the attempt was worthwhile.
They got hold of crude DIY books by a few
hippies from Arizona, early manifesto’s of a
counterculture of ecological construction that
experimented with what the prairies of the
american Southwest offered in abundance: straw.
Only that Wigglesworth and Till didn’t want to
build somewhere in the countryside, but the in
middle of London.
At that time, recalls sarah, who taught herself,
and over the years in particular, she felt a deep
imbalance between the ambition of what
architecture was able to achieve and a frustrating
reality of tight budgets and uninspired habits.
For Wigglesworth and Till it was the trigger to try
something completely new. Simple and modest
in its elements, hypermodern in its shape - unlike
what the self-developed eco-houses that a few
dropouts in North wales had managed to date.
This is how the experiment of a new architecture
arose in the same responsible and joyful use of
resources. Also the finances: the two architects
built most of the house themselves, together
with an equally experimental builder - to gain
experience, but also to show what was actually
possible in this way. An encouragement in every
way.

In 1999, the Straw Bale House was finished
and the press celebrated the low- impact
construction, which, in addition to the bales of
straw on its north side, consists almost entirely of
recycled materials. It is inspiring because it also
showed a completely new aesthetic direction
for eco-architecture. Channel 4 even dedicated
an episode of its series 'grand designs' to the
visionary construction. "But do you know when
we got the order for our next house? "Asks
Sarah Wigglesworth. "16 years later. " The
time was apparently not quite right for this
type of building, and it would be years before
climate change and its companions penetrated
the general consciousness sufficiently. But for
the British architect duo, the experiment was
a lasting success, and a good 20 years later
Wigglesworth speaks with great enthusiasm
of the quality of their home, even if a lot has
happened in the meantime when it comes to
material-friendly, energy-efficient construction,
for example with the Passivhaus standard.It won't
be quite such a thing, but it is close since the
Straw Bale House was given a makeover by its
owners.

"I think the farmer
we asked about straw
thought we were crazy.
in a very good way.”
Sarah Wigglesworth

The pair instructed the energy experts of Enhabit
to measure the house from inside to outside,
from the roof ridge to the foundations; Cold
bridges on steel girders were identified, leaky
windows here, too much unfiltered sunlight
there. The subsequent renovation improved the
CO2 balance of the visionary house by another
62 percent and made the building, which was
so far ahead of its time, fit for a green future
"It's strange," says the architect, "Although the
appearance has not changed much, the house
feels different since the renovation. It’s like we
grew up”.

next age of her house when it is time for another
update and a new heart. Or at least a new
boiler. “In 20 years we will replace it with an air
source heat pump.” Until then, the technology
will have a little time to catch up with Sarah
Wigglesworth's next vision. It will hardly be her
last.

The most important building material, however,
withstands the test of time even after two
decades. Just keep it dry. Protect it from fire.
And from pests: the mice, who would like to
build pretty nests in them, and all sorts of insects
that found the walls to eat. Then Wigglesworth
explains, the straw layered in bales against the
wall behaves no differently than the wood, from
which the load-bearing structure of the straw
bale house is constructed.
Time was also the decisive factor in the second
level of the renovation: The Straw Bale House
adapted to its aging residents. “The problem is,”
says Wigglesworth, “that most people address
this too late when the crisis has already started
and you are overwhelmed by the necessary
change. That is why she has already converted
part of the house in such a way that a carer can
live there at some point if necessary. And she had
the composting toilet exchanged for one with a
water flush. “That's why,” she laughs, “I'd rather
not have to worry about it when I'm 80.” The
architect, however, has not run out of ideas for
a long time, and she is now thinking about the
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