CHANGE AGENTS Evolution of Design

Preserving Legacy

Restoration Architect Ingrid Beckers opens up to Shyam Khandekar

about the inspiration behind her work

Shyam Khandekar: You were born in this
distinct part of Netherlands. When you
look back, what was the first memory
of wanting to be an Architect in general,
and a Heritage Architect in particular?
Ingrid Beckers: My story began where
three countries meet — in the southernmost

tip of the Netherlands, where the rolling South
Limburg extends to the borders with Belgium and
Germany, lies an area that feels like a crossroads
of cultures. There, between the historic cities

of Maastricht, Aachen and Liege, my view was
shaped by a landscape full of stories — a cultural
landscape in which every hilltop, tower and
paving stone seemed to have something to tell.

As a child, I was surrounded by large and
striking buildings of stone, concrete and steel
that marked the horizon such as castles, large
farms, churches, monasteries, water towers,
windmills and mine shafts.

But the real seed was planted in the early
1960s. My grandparents exchanged their stately
1930s villa — a house that I remember as large,
gloomy, closed and inward-looking — for a patio
bungalow designed by my father. It was a home
with lots of light, space and an open view of the
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outside. On the corner of a quiet street, with large
windows and unprecedented elements such as a
pergola-covered patio, a spacious hall and even

a separate dressing room. That bungalow felt to
me like a special world of modern luxury and
experience. I could almost draw it then — and I
still can. There, between the shadows of the past
and the promise of the new, my admiration for
my father and his profession grew.

At school, I found my pleasure in drawing,
mathematics and history — a golden trinity
for those who not only want to understand
buildings, but also want to make them. Add to
that, the Sunday family trips to Limburg towns
and medieval villages across the border, and the
path was drawn out by itself: I would become a
restoration architect.

That dream led me to Delft University of
Technology — the only place in the Netherlands
where this specialisation was taught. During my
studies, I discovered how special my Limburg
frame of reference was. Where I took half-
timbered houses, Maasland Renaissance and
steel-founded buildings for granted, my fellow
students looked at them with amazement.

In 1983, I graduated under the guidance
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When
repurposing
monumental
buildings,
respect for
the existing is
paramount

Ingrid Beckers

of Professor Dr. C.L. Temminck Groll. My
graduation project was the repurposing of the
abbey of Sint-Truiden in Belgium: a place where
history, architecture and future converge.

Has the dominance of so many historic
buildings in Limburg been a major
challenge in the development of
Limburg’s urban landscape?

That should be the case, but the recent past
shows otherwise. The river valleys have offered
a favourable living environment for people for
thousands of years. Archaeological finds and
historical traces bear witness to a long history
of habitation, agriculture and crafts. The fertile
loess soils and the flowing water made these areas
attractive to settle in.

The landscape is characterised by striking
buildings such as castles, monumental farms,
half-timbered houses, watermills, monasteries
and churches. These buildings form tangible
memories of the rich cultural, agricultural and
religious past of the region. What makes them
special is the use of regional materials (such as
loam, wood, field fire bricks, marl and various
natural stones), traditional building techniques
(such as half-timbered construction) and
recognisable styles, including the Maasland
Renaissance.

The feudal era ended during the French
Revolution (1789-1799), after which new types
of buildings appeared, such as town halls, schools
and other public facilities.

As early as the 11th century, coal was mined
at Rolduc Abbey in Kerkrade via opencast
mining. From the end of the 19th century,
large-scale underground mining emerged in
South Limburg. This had a major impact on
the landscape: imposing mine buildings were
built, new residential areas — the so-called mine
colonies — were constructed, and (rail) roads
connected the new infrastructure. Many existing
buildings had to make way or were irreparably
damaged by subsidence.

When the mines closed in the 1970s, they
unfortunately chose to let as many traces of this
recent history disappear as possible. What remains
are the mining colonies: homes for workers,
officials, engineers and directors — silent witnesses
to a rich period that has largely been erased.

Preserving heritage requires more than just
caring for the building itself; the whole — the
interior, the landscape, urban context, intangible
heritage and traditions — deserves attention.

In Parkstad! — the area where mining was
at its peak — many buildings from both the
pre-industrial and mining periods have been
demolished. The mining, and later, dismantling
of it have changed the landscape drastically and

irreparably. In recent years, certainly since the
arrival of IBA Parkstad2, attempts have been
made to restore old structures and to create new,
clear and functional places with character. My
brother and architect, Jules Beckers has been
actively involved in this.

In areas where no mining has taken place, we
see that the architectural heritage has been better
preserved. This quality now forms an important
economic engine: tourism.

What, according to you is the essential
design challenge in reusing historic
buildings while keeping the spirit of the
original?

It is making our footprint visible with humility
and respect. When repurposing monumental
buildings, respect for the existing is paramount.
Reuse is timeless: monuments are not static
museum pieces, but unique buildings with
character and history, ready for a new, functional
and future-oriented use.

Before every major renovation, a building
history study is carried out. The various parts of
the building are assessed for their monumental
value — from high, positive to indifferent. This
study, together with a thorough understanding
of the building on site and the conversation
with the (new) owner, forms an important
source of inspiration.

Transparency is essential: clearly identifying
and substantiating what is possible and what is
not, and carefully discussing this with the client.
The goal is always to add a new layer — one that
connects past and present and thus contributes to
a sustainable, meaningful future.

A powerful aspect of this work is the
involvement of monument owners. Their pride
in the building and their desire to pass it on to
future generations with respect makes the process
even more valuable.

What have been the challenging
assignments that tested your skills

to make these centuries-old buildings
for the modern times in keeping with
sustainability and climate change?

Be open to new trends and innovative materials.
The age of a monument often proves the
durability of the original building materials.

As soon as existing functions are adapted to
contemporary comfort and energy requirements
or when new functions are incorporated, the
future durability must be considered. I also see
it as my responsibility to minimise the use of
fossil energy in monuments. I prefer biobased
materials, possibly combined with modern
installation technology. It is a complex task

that requires careful consideration. Standard

1. Parkstad Limburg is an
administrative partnership
and a region in Southeast
Limburg, with over

255,000 inhabitants. The
municipalities of Heerlen,
Kerkrade, Landgraaf,
Brunssum, Voerendaal,
Simpelveld and Beekdaelen
together form Parkstad
Limburg.

2. The IBA (Internationale
Bau Ausstellung) concept
originated in Germany more
than 100 years ago. What
began as an exhibition

for modern construction
developed into a successful
formula that gives a powerful
boost to the economy, space
and society in a region or city.
IBA Parkstad (2013-2022)
was the first IBA outside of
Germany.
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solutions do not exist — every project requires
customisation.

In recent years, much research has been
conducted and various practical examples have
been analysed. However, we are still in the early
stages of the search for suitable sustainable
solutions. This makes this stage particularly
fascinating and interesting.

For dealing with existing materials, we
use the Restoration Ladder3. This provides a
clear guideline for monument owners, clients,
advisors, architects and contractors to make
well-considered choices. The Restoration
Ladder is based on the Venice Charter, the
international charter for the preservation
and restoration of monuments and historical
townscapes and villages.

We apply new construction methods,
materials and installations in such a way that
the existing monumental components such
as wooden beams are preserved and (further)
damage is prevented. The challenge is that many
of these new solutions have not yet proven
themselves over longer periods. That is why
it is essential to remain open to innovation
and to apply it in a controlled manner to avoid
risks. Good examples of this include the use
of epoxy techniques or CNC machines. These
make it possible to preserve healthy wood to
the maximum and ensure a valuable interaction
between traditional and modern artisanry — often
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with surprisingly sustainable and affordable
results. It is important to study and know the
specific (im)possibilities.

Can you cite examples of your work on
buildings from different historic periods
or different types, such as castles,
farmhouses or industrial units?

Our office is in the nationally protected village
of Amstenrade, and was restored and founded

in 1964 by my father. We are housed in the
former café and social meeting club, right next
to our family home, which is in an old farm.
There are many other characteristic buildings,

in this special environment. The heart of this
ensemble is Amstenrade Castle, surrounded by
beautiful farms, an imposing neo-Gothic church,
a monastery, a school and various historic homes.
These buildings once served as accommodation
for the pastor, the principal, the steward and the
secretary of the count, among others. Together,
they form a striking and historic oasis.

Since 1983, I have been working here as a
restoration architect — a role that I fulfil with
great dedication as this place is dear to me. In
2012, my brother also established his own office,
Jules Beckers Architects, here. We work closely
on specific projects and support each other where
necessary. Together with my colleagues, I mainly
focus on drawing up restoration plans. Some
projects I have had the pleasure of working on are:

3. The Restoration Ladder
(ERM Foundation)
Important considerations for
every intervention:

« Limit the extent of each
intervention to a minimum
(as much as necessary, and
as little as possible).

* Perform the intervention
properly, so that later

new interventions are

not necessary, or can

be postponed for an
exceptionally long time.

+ To prevent damage to
monumental parts, repairs
must always be weaker than
the original.

« Preferably replace with the
same material (or material
with the same properties)
and/or the same technique.
The Restoration Ladder
distinguishes three
intervention levels (ladder
steps) of restoration,
decreasing in preference.
Preservation of the original
components is always
paramount. The choice for
each intervention depends on
the monumental value of the
component, the user’s wishes
and the available financial
resources. Of course, the
choices also influence the
required budget.

Ladder step 1:
Conservation

Ladder step 2: Repair
Ladder step 3: Renewal

Aerial photo of the protected
village view of Amstenrade
with the castle in the
foreground

PHOTO: KASTELEN EN VOORBURCHTEN IN BEEKDAELEN / FOTO STUDIO CYRIL

Wijnandsrade Castle in Wijnandsrade

(1991 - present)

Wijnandsrade Castle has a rich history that dates
to the 13th century when a motte was built on this
location. The oldest existing part of the current
castle dates to the 16th century.

Here, you can admire the former knight’s
hall, with an impressive fireplace in Renaissance
style. The other buildings on the site were built
in the 18th and 19th centuries. In 1990, the
Foundation for the Preservation of Wijnandsrade
Castle was established. It acquired the castle
that same year, and expanded its property in
2005 with the adjacent castle farm. The biggest
challenge in preserving the castle lies in realising
new functions that give the building a sustainable
future, without detracting from its historical

Innercourt in 1922

character. Since 1991, we have been involved

as an architectural firm in the restoration,
renovation and repurposing of both the castle and
the castle farm.

Castle (from 1991)

« Phase 1: Realisation of two office spaces and
four apartments

+ Phase 2: Furnishing of representative spaces
and three apartments

+ Phase 3: Restoration of the castle cellar

Kasteelhoeve (from 2005)

+ Phase 1: Furnishing an office space

* Phase 2: Establishment of a wine centre
« Phase 3: Restoration of the exterior

« Phase 4: Expansion of the wine centre
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Monuments

are not static
museum pieces,
but unique
buildings with
character and
history, ready for
a new, functional
and future-
oriented use
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Half-timbered farm in Mechelen (2020-2022)
Thanks to freely available construction timber
from communal forests, timber framing was
common until the French period, and remained
in use afterwards. What was special was that
timber frames were considered movable property
because of their demountable nature, which
facilitated reuse and relocation. This timber
framing farm also shows frequently reused
components with old counting marks. It consists
of a half-timbered house with an adjoining barn,
a perpendicular outbuilding and a baking oven.
The half-timbered wall of the barn fits seamlessly
_ with that of the house. On the right, is a detached
Interior flooring before renovation ) i g e _ _ brick building. The challenge was to retain the

) . - 19th-century character of the half-timbered
farmhouse and at the same time create a modern,
comfortable and sustainable home. Biobased
materials were used for this and the aim was

to provide a maximum view of the beautiful
surroundings. The high space of the former barn
was retained. At the rear, the most recent half-
timbered extension was moved approximately 1.5
metres to the rear, which increased the depth of
the space. A skylight was installed over the entire
length, without adding window openings in the
characteristic closed roof surfaces.

Interior ground floor after renovation

.

Cortenbach Castle Farm in Voerendaal
(2016-2018)
The castle complex Cortenbach also has the
characteristic Limburg structure of a noble house.
Transformed in the 18th century into a country
house with a refined classicist appearance, it
forms a whole with the associated defensive and
economic buildings. The combination of the
defensive character of the towers and the garden
wall (with imitation loopholes) with the rural
aspect of the farm, in conjunction with references
to its noble past (such as the towers), reflects the
ambition of the owners. These elements evoke the
suggestion of a glorious past and at the same time
underline the distinction between the stately house
and its more functional outbuildings. The castle
farm and the gatehouse of the Cortenbach estate
dates from 1638-1645. Remnants of the medieval
predecessor are still visible. Around 1930, the farm
was turned into a model farm. During this period,
the stables were thoroughly adapted: ceilings with
iron ribs and vaults, and larger stable windows
with frames of Nievelsteiner sandstone improved
the daylight and the well-being of the animals.
The former stables have been transformed
into a home for the successor to the agricultural
company. The new function has been carefully
integrated, while retaining the monumental
character. Important starting points have been
living comfort (such as privacy, daylight and life-
cycle durability) and sustainability.

Light street between'
» and extension
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46 | MY LIVEABLE CITY « Jul-Dec 2023 Jan-Jun 2024 « MY LIVEABLE CITY | 47



CHANGE AGENTS Evolution of Design

ONZE WINDMOLEN-TY PEN. /¢L¢

LAGE RONDE STEENEN BOVENKRUIER.

KORENMOLEN BI] HEERLEN.

New opening with a panoramic view of the
Limburg landscape

RIJKSDIENST VOOR HET CULTUREEL ERFGOED DOCUMENT 032132
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View of the interior of the
mill body

Windmill Vrouwenheide in Ubachsberg
(2021-2023)

Although the windmill on the Vrouwenheide

is still relatively young, it has a remarkably
eventful history. As the highest windmill in the
Netherlands, the structure is not only eye-
catching, but it also offers a wide view. The mill
was built in 1858 by Joseph van de Weijer, a grain
merchant and miller. The bricks used turned out
to be of poor quality, which quickly led to the
deterioration of the masonry. To prevent further
damage, the body was tarred, which earned the
mill the nickname ‘the Black Bear’.

From the beginning of the 20th century, the
mill fell into disrepair and fell out of use. During
the Second World War (1940-1945), the mill only
served as a storage space. This gave the advancing
English troops towards Aachen the opportunity
to set up an RAF observation and listening post

The exterior
of the mill
after the

renovation

in the mill. When this post left in January 1945,

a burning petrol stove fell over, causing the mill

to burn down completely. In 1955, the burnt-out
mill was sold to a restaurant owner, who restored
the building and established a restaurant there.
Since the restoration and renovation between 1976

and 1983, the mill has been given a residential
function, thanks to the efforts of the previous
owner. The design challenge in the period
2021-2023 was to improve living comfort, in
particular by creating more light and views on the
ground floor.

Conclusion

What the four examples show is that when dealing
with monuments and heritage past, present and
future all come together. As Ingrid Becker puts it,
“ As architects dealing with restoration and reuse,
we are curators and innovators at the same time.”
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