
Maggie  Dinning  was  struck
by the knocker on the gates
at  Dunster  Castle.  Mounted
on the gate in 1417, at a cost
of 10s10d, it came complete
with  ironwork  weighing
104lbs. 

Below Left: Some of the team 
at the gates of Dunster Castle.
Photo: Rosemary Boaz

Early Dunster Project

Buildings investigation progress
To date we have made preliminary visits to 21 properties
and have started surveys on eight of these.  Five reports
are nearly complete.  

The most complicated buildings investigated at present
are the Old Priory and the Castle Gatehouse with gateway.
The Old Priory has been dendro-dated by Time Team to
1286  (West  wing)  and  1455  (South  wing),  whilst  the
Gatehouse is believed to have been built in 1420, with the
older 13th-century gateway adjoining ("History of Dunster”,
Maxwell Lyte, 1909).

If you would like to attend our surveys please contact
mary_ewing@hotmail.com or maggiedinning@gmail.com

Research progress
Mark  Mcdermott  has  completed  a  summary  on  the  64
probate  inventories  for  Dunster,  looking  at  occupations,
values of property, size of buildings and rooms named etc.
Many different occupations are identified. We know that
Dunster was noted for its trade in cloth, but perhaps the
presence  of  a  vintner,  gunsmith,  2  tailors  and  a  glazier
were due to the presence of the Castle. 
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Above  and  below:  Exterior
timberwork  and  stonework
features  at  18  West  Street.
Photos: Tony Harding

This  unusual  undersquinted
and tabled scarf  joint  (right)
is similar to one shown in C A
Hewett's  "English  Historic
Carpentry"  (1980),  which  is
described  as  a  "trait  de
jupiter" joint.  It is also high-
lighted in a more recent book
by Nat Alcock, "The Medieval
Peasant  House  in  Midland
England"  (2015),  which  also
mentions  the  use  of  a  key
wedge at the centre.  In both
volumes  it  is  described as  a
very  early  joint,  but  these
two  in  Dunster  are  seen  in
the  context  of  19th  or
possibly  18th  century  roofs.
In  one  of  the  houses  where
the joint was found, the truss
principals also cross over with
a half lap joint and a former
diagonal  set  ridge  -  usually
seen in early houses but here
with  nailed  joint.   It  seems
that  craftsmen  in  Dunster
maintained  old  traditions
over many centuries!

A Typical Dunster Hall House (right)

One of our talented volunteers is making a
scale model based on one of the hall houses
we have identified in Dunster.  Like most of
the hall  houses  there,  it  runs  parallel  with
the street.

The model  will  show  how we think it
was built and will eventually  have inserts for
later added fireplaces, floors and partitions
and a  large  scaled  timber  joint.   It  will  be
displayed in Dunster  Museum together with
explanatory  drawings  (by  another  talented
volunteer)  which will be next to our current
exhibition  boards  there.   The  model,
together with drawings, should be complete
later this year for public viewing.

Right:  Carpenter's  marks  in  a  Dunster roof.   Photo: Mary Ewing



Milverton Surveys

We  have  surveyed  three
properties  in  Milverton,  one
of  which  was  the  doctors'
surgery  before  the  purpose-
built  medical  centre  was
erected in the 1990s. 

The  staircase  in  the  old
Milverton  surgery  was  very
steep. You really had to be fit
to visit the doctor! 

In  September  Milverton  will
be  hosting  a  geophys  day,
looking  for   buried  features
with geophysical instruments.
Maggie  hopes  to  find  a  lost
16th-17thcentury Grand House
of Milverton!

Milverton Heritage Day

This will take place during the
Street Fair on the May Bank
Holiday (6th May).  It  will  be
staged in St Michael's Church,
and  will  feature  displays  of
documents  and  items  from
the  archive.  Milverton  Local
History Group will  also show
the videos they have made of
Milverton  folk  recalling  their
memories.

Now reprinted,  this  book by
a founder member of SVBRG,
Jane Penoyne, is available at
£14  (+  p&p  if  bought  from
svbrg.org.uk,  or  see  Mary
Ewing, who holds copies).

SVBRG  holds  monthly  talks
on  vernacular  architecture
and building history, with an
emphasis  on  Somerset's
buildings. Guests welcome. A
suggested  donation  of  £2
would  be gratefully  received
from  non-members.  See
svbrg.org.uk for more details.
    On Wednesday 17 April the
speaker will be Julie Haddow,
whose  lime  repair  business
has remedied problems with
damp in many old buildings,
as well as working on delicate
internal plaster decoration at
places  like  Mellifont  Abbey.
Most  are  in  Somerset,
including  Fforden,  a  house
surveyed  by  SVBRG  for  its
Combe St Nicholas book.

SANHS Spring Events

ANNUAL ARCHAEOLOGY DAY 2019 
Saturday 30th March, 10:00-16:00

Wells and Mendip Museum 8 Cathedral Green, Wells, BA5 2UE
Outlining recent fieldwork and research in the county

Keynote speaker: Danielle Schreve,
Professor of Quaternary Science, University of London,

who has been doing new research on the SANHS collections.

Cost £15.00, to include refreshments.

THE GEOLOGY OF BRUTON RAILWAY CUTTING 
Saturday 13th April, 11:00-15:00

Exploring Bruton Railway Cutting SSSI and surrounding area
and/or a visit Bruton Museum to examine its fossil collection

(dependent on time and weather).
Bring a packed lunch. 

Meeting arrangements available on booking. 

Book through the SANHS office, www.sanhs.org

Somerset Vernacular  Building Research Group



Above:  Volunteers  Ruth  and
Lizzie  at  work  in  Dunster.
Photo: Tony Harding. 
Below:  Witch-repelling  burn
marks. Photo Maggie Dinning

Notes from a Novice

When I volunteered to help with the Early Dunster Project,
I  expected  it  to  be  interesting,  but  I  had  no  idea  how
fascinating it was going to be!

An  early  survey  was  in  11  West  Street,  where  I  was
introduced  to  a  hall  house.  These  medieval  buildings
featured a large hall,  with a central hearth whose smoke
rose to a vent in the roof. There was a parlour downstairs
and  an  upstairs  room  known  as  a  solar.  Conservation
architect  Alison Bunning explained that  in later centuries
hearths were moved to external walls and "lateral stacks"
added to the buildings, and she took us outside to point out
an example further down the street.

Most  buildings  this  old  have  been  remodelled  and
refurbished at a later date. We amateurs have a wonderful
time speculating on what might have changed, when, and
why,  and what  the original  might  have looked like.  Even
better is when our experts come along and do the same
themselves, sometimes even confirming our own hopeful
hypotheses!

I  quickly  came to  realise  that  when Alison and fellow
project leader Mary Ewing disappeared during the day, they
would almost certainly be found in the roof space, getting
excited over  smoke-blackened crucks and the carpenter's
marks that bear testimony to the age and provenance of
the  crucks  and  trusses.  Less  erudite  workers  like  myself
were equally excited by the burn marks near doorways and
windows, designed to repel any  passing witches. During a
later training day we learned that another witch repellant
was a vessel filled with hair, nails, bent pins and urine and
placed in the chimney.

Another  mesmerising  training  day,  with  a  focus  on
photographing historic buildings, saw us back in number 11
to  learn  some  techniques  for  capturing  the  very  dim
interior of these old medieval houses. An outdoor snapper
myself, I was bowled over by the brightness and clarity of
an image conjured up out of the gloom without using flash,
by means of a low but very long exposure. 
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HISTORIC PORLOCK
A series of guided walks,
led by Barbara Bennett,

 looking at the old houses
in Porlock

Leaving at 10:15 from
Porlock Visitor Centre
on April 23, May 21, 

June 25, July 23, August 20 
and September 24. There

may also be one on
October 29. 

Walks last a little less than
two hours.


