
Carriers of Space patterns and Construction Types: German Migration and Architecture in Chile 1852-1875

The article discusses the unique umgebinde house construction typical to the Region of Lower Silesia in the Zgorzelecki Dis-
trict, Poland. German umgebinde in Poland is used interchangeably with the Polish name of przys•up, konstrukcja 
przys•upowa, therefore it will be used also in this article to address this particular type of structure. The typology of umgebinde
house will be presented on the bases of the case study of Chata Ko•odzieja, successfully relocated from Wygancice 
•ytawskie (Weigsdorf) to Zgorzelec (Goerlitz). The article will focus on the private owners of such houses and their activities 
aiming at preservation of this architectural heritage. Some legal, financial and technical problems (connected with renovat-
ing such houses) of the owners of umgebindehouses in Zgorzelecki District will be highlighted in order to point out the direc-
tion for further research.
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The seminar “Carriers of Space Patterns and Construction Types: German Migration and Architecture in Chile, 
1850 – 1890”  at TU Berlin ( Winter Semester 2009/2010. Fachgebiet : Entwerfen, Architektur Und Stadtentwiklung 
im Globalen Zusammenhang. Betreuung: M. Arch. Renato D’Alencon / Arch. Felipe Kramm), focused on inves-
tigating the timber architecture from the German-Speaking areas from the end of nineteenth century in order 
to compare it with timber structures of particular regions of Chile from the mentioned era.

As it would be simply impossible to investigate such vast area, the work was divided according to particular 
regions. One of such was the region of Silesia (ger. Schlesien, pol. •l•sk), in the South-west of Poland.

Basing on the list of German migrants to Chile compiled by Emilio Held (Held 1965,pp. 7-214) a list of Silesian 
towns and cities (from which the migrants had emigrated to Chile) was created. Consequently, it allowed 
mapping the original settlements of the carriers and enabled restricting the focus of study to the Lower Silesia.

Figure1: A map created on the bases of the lists of German migrants to Chile (Held 1965,pp.7-214)

A research excursion with the aim of deepening the knowledge of constructions used in timber housing from 
the nineteenth century in Silesia proved, that the matter of if the houses were preserved so that one could 
learn from them was no longer as important as how they were preserved. As it turned out, despite being 
unique examples of traditional timber construction, many of them represented a very poor technical state.

Figure 2: Selected pictures of the houses in the Region of Bogatynia and Jelenia Góra illustrating the poor 
status of conservation of selected houses (Author’s photographs).
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Some of the houses, however, have been much better preserved. Their “life” has been extended by relocat-
ing to open-air museums. There a lot of such museums to be found in the region of Silesia. Fig. 3 illustrates the 
localisation of the most popular of them.

Figure 3: A map of Silesia open-air museums created by the author on the bases of the internet sources.

Some buildings have been partially preserved via historical documents that now may be found in the local 
Archives. For instance in Wroc•aw (Breslau)Archives, with the local filial in Jelnia Góra(Hirschberg). Those, how-
ever, are mainly incomplete or not up-dated, therefore they do not provide sufficient information concerning 
the buildings (Many of the documents had been destroyed during and after the II World War).
It is obviously impossible to relocate all the historical timber houses from the region of Lower Silesia to open-air 
museums. Allowing the private investors to save the houses is, however, an alternative. More and more private 
owners in Germany or Czech Republic appreciate the historical value of these unique wooden constructions 
(idea of Umgebindeland as a means of promoting the process of revitalization of the old houses (3)). Looking 
at both German and Czech examples of numerous revitalized umgebinde houses it becomes obvious that in 
order to preserve this precious architectural heritage also in Poland, future (and present) owners of such 
houses need to be aware of, not only accessible means and methods that can be used when revitalizing such 
buildings, but also of the historical value of those buildings. Getting to know the probable technological and 
legal difficulties would certainly enable finding the renovation methods that would respect the traditional tim-
ber structures of those historical buildings. 

Figure 4: Houses in Bogatynia(Reichenau) undergoing the process of revitalization (Author’s photographs).

Interestingly, when investigating examples of umgebinde houses during the field trip, it turned out, that there 
are examples of the private-owned houses that have been successfully revitalized. In order to take a closer 
look at the typology of the umgebinde house, but also at the factors, that lead to successful preservation to 
such houses (as opposition to many examples on the verge of collapsing due to neglect), Chata Ko•odzieja
(This present name for the house was given by the last owner, and may be translated as “The Wheelwright’s 
House”) was used as a case study.
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 Figure 5: Chata Ko•odzieja (Author’s photographs)

The said house was originally situated in Wigancice •ytawskie (Weigsdorf), a place that has been erased from 
the map due to the fact, that neighbouring area had turned out to be rich in coal and has consequently 
been turned into a coal mine (KWB Turów)(1). This house was the only one saved from destruction, resulting 
from coal mining politics in this region, thanks to a successful relocation to Zgorzelec (Goerlitz)  by Ms. El•bieta 
Lech-Gotthardt (2005) (1). Consequently, the aforementioned house stands for many more that were not 
spared (see Fig. 6 representing former Wigancice •ytawskie with its traditional urban structure).

Figure 6: Pictures from years 1900-1945 representing Wigancice •ytawskie (Author’s photographs taken in  
Chata Ko•odzieja during the interview carried out during the field trip in November 2009)

Destroyed Umgebinde houses from Wygnancice •ytawskie, as well as over 250 still existing in the region of
Lower Silesia are examples of an unique type of construction that  can be encountered only between the Re-
gion of Saxon Switzerland (pol. Szwajcaria Sakso•ska, ger. Sächsische Schweiz)  and Karkonosze (Riesengebir-
ge) in Euroregion Nysa (ERN).

This type of construction was most probably born as a result of the clash of two distant cultures. When the set-
tlers from Western Europe came across Slavic Peoples (pol. S•owianie, ger. Slawen) (who had been using their 
massive-wood construction to build houses covered with hay and straw ). They have upgraded their methods 
of construction by using vertical beams to support the roof and upper floors (making the construction of the 
house independent of the walls). The beginnings of this construction can be traced back to as far as Middle 
Ages, therefore the construction itself may be definitely labelled a regional, if not national, architectural heri-
tage. This technique of building houses was popular even after introducing in the eighteenth century legal ob-
ligation of avoiding wood-only constructions (issued by Prussian administration)(1). Now, there are over 17000 
of those houses ERN (when counting not only Poland, but also Germany and Czech Republic)(3). The structure 
of an umgebinde house consists of three basic parts illustrated by the Fig. 7
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Figure 7: Components of the Umgebindehaus (Bernett, 1988).

In Chata Klo•odzieja one also finds other typical features of umgebinde: the ground floor with kitchen, bread-
fireplace and workshop separated by a small entrance chamber (now ground floor is used as restaurant and 
exhibition room) and upper floors (former bedrooms and storage, now guest-rooms). The whole Chata was
topped by a mansard roof covered with slates (after relocation used for paving the floor). Fig.8 shows the 
structure of the building. The only change has been introduced to the ground floor where the fragment of a
former wall is now a pillar. All the wooden construction, including the roof structure is original. 

   

Figure 8: Plans of the house (from the top): Cellar, Ground Floor (before and after the relocation) with the 
change in plan, Upper Floors and Roof (drawn by the author on the bases of the sketches made accessible by 

the owner of the house).
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When it comes to the exterior, it is worth pointing out that as much as 80% of the original wooden windows 
were preserved and used in the relocated object, others were reconstructed in order to keep the outlook of 
the facades that would as much as possible approximate the original house (According to the owner - El•bi-
eta Lech-Gotthardt)(See Fig. 9).

Figure 9: The facades: West, East, North and South drawn by the author on the bases of the sketches made 
accessible by the owner of the house.

Not only is this building a specific monument of the umgebinde construction, but also serves as an unques-
tionable source of knowledge of timber constructions used in the eighteenth and nineteenth century in the 
region. By taking a closer look at certain details of wooden connections a whole array of various methods of 
connecting wooden elements that had been typical for Silesia at that time is to be found (see Fig. 10 below).

 

Figure 10: Details of the wooden connections in ChataKo•odzieja (Author’s photographs)
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The very fact that the house had definitely been worth saving from the coal mining-triggered destruction had 
not been sufficient. Since no institution took care of the houses from Wigancice •ytawskie, it required a lot of
strong will and financial resources to carry out the relocation of Chata Ko•odzieja (As the owner admitted in
the interview carried out during the field trip in November 2009).
It took as long as five years to get a permission for placing the relocated house on a new lot and three years 
to apply for ministerial founding. The petition for founding was supported by signatures of such renown people 
as: architects, conservator of monuments, the mayor of Gryfów •l•ski, representatives of the German commu-
nity from Budziszyn. Despite that, the founding has not been as high as expected and covered only the cost of 
window-renovation (approximately 200 000z•, which amounts to approximately 50 000 Euro). It was only a part 
of the whole cost of relocation (approximately 500 000z•, 125 000Euro)( interview carried out during the field 
trip in November 2009). 
The process of relocation itself took only twenty six days (three days of taking the building into pieces, fourteen
days of wood conservation, nine days of constructing all the pieces back together at their new destination) it 
was proceeded by extended process of preparation. It included numbering and marking of all the elements 
of the construction, cleaning and proper treating of the wood (some larch logs were as long as seventeen
meters and required special treatment)( interview carried out during the field trip in November 2009).
In the carefully reconstructed interiors of the Chata Ko•odzieja one may see many remnants from the past, 
such as some everyday-use objects, old toys, tools. What is more, the walls metaphorically as well as literally 
tell the story of the house. They are now covered with paintings illustrating the history of the house (see Fig. 11).
The present owner got in touch with the ancestors of the past owners and the last owner Mr. Ernst Stephan 
(who is still alive). The key that he used to lock the door of the house for the last time in 1947 is now hanging  
next to the entrance. It was handed to the new owner by Mr. Stephan as an act of gratitude for saving the 
building (See Fig.11).
The historical atmosphere attracts the customers of the restaurant and hotel (as this is the present function of 
the building). Not only makes it Chata Ko•odzieja a busy meeting place, but also helps to popularize the 
uniqueness of this type of wooden construction and puts it in the minds of all the visitors for good.

Figure 11: The interior (from left to right): Framed History of the house, Interior of the restaurant filled with every-
day use objects from the past and the historical key to the house. ( Author’s photographs)

In 2006 the house was rewarded by a foundation UmgebindeLand for this extraordinary relocation (1). How-
ever, as mentioned before, this process did cost the owner a lot more time, money and effort than antic-
ipated. Fund raising process is long and exhausting, especially in Poland. Theoretically one may apply for 
founding from the Interreg III (Part of EU Structural Funds Program), but Polish low admits only foundations and 
societies, not private owners to benefit from the Program. Moreover, Polish societies can only plan expenses for 
education, therefore it is so hard to get any help when it comes to the founds for renovating such houses (1). 
Technical condition of those houses, especially in the Polish part of ERN is not good. By definition, those houses 
are more exposed to the deteriorating influence of the weather conditions than any other buildings (wood, 
clay as basic materials). They are very prone to destruction due to lack of renovation. Additionally, the reno-
vations that are carried out without necessary knowledge and skills may become even worse.
For this reason, getting to know the examples of  professional revitalizations may serve as a source of precious 
knowledge. It would, undoubtedly, facilitate the work and cost estimates and therefore hasten the process of 
revitalization for future owners of such houses. Undoubtedly the lessons should be learned from both successful 
and unsuccessful revitalizations of such buildings. Consequently, a lot of research needs to be done in the field 
of documenting them. Both, well-preserved and improperly revitalized houses should be carefully investigated  
and described in order to serve as a guideline for future (and present) owners. 
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It seems that only the private owners of umgebinde houses are responding to the need  of preserving this arc-
hitectural heritage (in contrast to the State-owned institutions). They are the ones, who allow groups of children 
to visit their houses during trips, in this way introducing the awareness of historical values of such buildings(5). 
They are the ones who set up blogs, where they passionately describe the minutest details of those houses(6) 
and run societies for preservation of umgebinde houses (7). Many ambitious initiatives are being undertaken 
by Bogaty•skie Stowarzyszenie Rozwoju Regionalnego (Association for Regional Development) such as revitali-
zations of whole streets (1Maja street and Armii Czerwonej Street in Bogatynia) or the Day of Open Houses  
(i.e. 25.05.2008, 31.05.2009, and planned for 30.05.2010) (7), as well as Fundacja Kultury Ekologicznej Dwór 
Czarne that organizes revitalization workshops for the owners of historical buildings (8).
It is worth pointing out, that majority of those umgebindeactivists are not professionally  connected with archi-
tecture or building-preservation. Consequently, there is an urgent need of directing the attention of architects 
and engineers to this problem. 
The very fact that this timber heritage is  precious source of knowledge from the field of history of architecture, 
not only for Poland, or Europe, but also for such distant countries as Chile, should strengthen the motivation for 
further studies of the problem of preservation of the historical wooden constructions in the Zgorzelecki District 
of Lower Silesia.
Undoubtedly, private investors are the alternative to low-subsidized open-air museums. Their passion and fi-
nancial resources are irreplaceable foundation to build awareness of the value of this architectural heritage. 
Despite (oftentimes) lack of professional training, they serve as irreplaceable source of knowledge of the histo-
ry and the structure of the houses. 
It does not, however, mean  that they should be left on their own. This potential ought to be supported by pro-
fessional studies. Consequently, a lot of research is yet to be done in the field of investigating the tools for help 
that may be provided by professionals from various fields to the private owners. Placing the activities of the 
private investors in the broader than local (Umgebindeland) context (as, for example, Timber constructions of 
the Lower Silesia as a set of architectural patterns taken by the emigrants to as far countries as Chile) undoub-
tedly adds importance to the efforts the private investors undertake in order to preserve umgebinde houses 
and may be interpreted as yet another reason for further research.
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