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During 2022, the Project Team for the Early Dunster
Project (of SANHS Building Recording Group,
sponsored by Historic England) has been continuing
work at Dunster, including helping with an event
there for the Devon Buildings Group. Thirty-four
properties have now been surveyed and further visits
made with experts on particular aspects of the work.
Initial visits on later buildings (post AD 1700) were
made in relation to particular questions; there are
still some later houses to be investigated. Most of
the surveys have been of early cross-passage houses
of three rooms, occasionally two. All but one or
two of these are now divided in some way into two
households. Together with information from earlier
records, it is estimated that in Dunster there are 24

of these large, early houses with some original work
remaining intact.

Carpentry details suggests a strong continuity of
early working practices, with influences coming from
Devon in earlier times but with a greater likeness to
vernacular architecture elsewhere in Somerset from
the 15th century onwards. In the 14th century, arch
braced crucks or true (raised) crucks are the earliest
roof structures; in the 15th century they had straight
principals. Together with jointed crucks, these seem
to predominate until the 17th century, although many
trusses have been altered beyond recognition in order
to give sufficient headroom at first-floor level. The
one exception in roof type is found in the Luttrell
Arms Hotel which has a fine false hammer beam roof

Fig. 1 The ‘Nunnery’
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in what was a Tudor great Hall.

Many thanks are due to our many volunteers who
have helped with surveys and in other ways, and
also to Dunster owners who have been very patient
and whose encouragement we greatly appreciate.
Comparative work continues, and the large number of
early roofs is giving useful data in this regard. What
follows is a small selection of the work conducted so
far.

1. Dunster, the ‘Nunnery’, 4, 6 and 8 Church
Street. SS 9914 4367

This iconic building is probably one of the most
photographed in Dunster. It has some very interesting
features and has an unusual layout for town houses
in Somerset. As the front elevation suggests, it is of
three individual units, each with a similar layout (Fig.
1). The remnants of red sandstone piers may reflect
earlier shop openings, with shutters and entrance
door locations. The current pent roof covers an
earlier timber framed jettied wall — which can still be
seen behind the later finish — supported on a second
set of extended shaped brackets. The second floor
is also jettied, apparently in the same way, but the
red sandstone corbels at the front corners are badly
corroded. Medieval windows are still visible in the
east gable above the adjacent roof line.

Apart from one cross on each gable, now gone, the
whole frontage appears very much as in a watercolour
by Samuel Tovey of 1844 (SHC, A/DAS/1/146/3) but
it did not belong to Dunster Priory as stated in the
title. The property was actually built by Cleeve Abbey,
which owned a number of properties in Dunster by
the 15th century (Maxwell Lyte 1909, 336).

Each residence has a newel staircase of stone up to
ground-floor level and in solid wooden baulks above
this level. Associated with this is a garderobe in each
unit at the first-floor level, and there may have been
more on the second floor as each is set in a turret at the
rear of the property which may originally have been
higher. The garderobes have curved ceilings and each
together with the staircases have small rectangular
windows set into the wall. The six units on the two
upper floors each have a small fireplace in one room.

There are seven tie beam trusses with cranked
collars and cranked tie beam to each. The junction
of the tie beam to vertical posts varies and three
different approaches have been identified (Fig. 2).
Some of the posts are curved at the top and brackets
support half beams elsewhere, again with a variety of
jowl or straight ended brackets. New dendro-dating
by Historic England suggests two dates for the roof
timbers - one in the early 15th century and one in the
later half. The results have not yet been published
but will be available on the Historic England website
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Fig. 2a-c Three different jointing methods



at https://historicengland.org.uk/research/results/
reports. The results may indicate various phases of
rebuilding works.

In the late 18th and early 19th centuries, the
property was associated with a malthouse which
appears to have been attached to the rear of the
property possibly with access from the High Street. In
an article from Country Life in December 1919 (SHC,
A/DQO/157/1/1), the building was described as being
in a state of disrepair, so it is remarkable that so much
of it has been retained intact.

2. Dunster, 9 Church Street. SS 9905 4362

This is a cross-passage house which now has two
rooms rather than three. The four true crucks are all
raised on to timber pads, with details visible where
the front wall has been altered (Fig. 3). Dendro-dating
resulted in a felling date between 1390 and 1420. This
data is from an interim report and will be published on
the Historic England website in due course.

The cross passage opens directly on to the street,
which is narrow at this point, probably the reason for
removal of bay windows in the early 20th century.
To the east of the cross passage, there is a timber
framed screen with remains of a shoulder headed door
frame entering into the service room. At the east end
is a large fireplace complex with possible smoking
chamber to the north and a bread oven with winding
stair above at the south end. This last leads from a
17th-century range on this side.

At the west end was the open Hall as indicated by
traces of smoke blackening in the attic, but no inner
room. The gable wall at this end has been rebuilt at
an odd angle and the former Hall very much has the
appearance of an 18th-century room with a door of
the same period and a shell ceiling recess. There is
some documentary evidence of cutting back masonry
at this sharp corner of the road, although it may refer
to a buttress or a garden wall (SHC, DD/L/1/52/30/3).
Ron Gilson (1983) carried out a survey which
highlighted the carpenters’ marks on three of the
trusses, and seemed to show the one at this end to be
out of sequence with the others. However, dendro-
dating by Historic England suggests that all the
trusses are original (Fig. 4).

The documentary history is of interest as a probate
inventory has been linked to the house (SHC, DD/
SP/1674/30). This was for John Tirrell who died in
1674. Adeed of 1773 (SHC, DD/L/1/28/22/13) makes
extensive reference to an earlier one of 1706 (which
now appears to be lost) when Francis Bradley was
granted a 99-year lease for the property, and from that
we can piece together the information about earlier
occupants.

John Tirrell was a church warden and seemingly

Fig. 3 Base of cruck truss t4

Fig. 4 South leg of Truss t3
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well to do as amongst his belongings were books and
a pair of virginals. The inventory mentions a first-floor
‘Inner Chamber” which does seem to suggest that
there would have been another room beyond the open
Hall. The house was described as ‘dilapidated’ in the
deed of 1773 and that is borne out by the condition
of some of the timbers which have been attacked by
death watch beetle. However it seems from written
evidence to have been repaired in 1775.

At the time of the tithe records, the tenant was
Henry Harris, a surveyor to the Minehead and
Bampton Turnpike Trust. In the 20th century, it
became the cottage for the Castle Gardener, the east
gable being immediately adjacent to a castle garden.
The range on this side had been separated from the
front range at the ground floor and may have been
connected with garden use for the Castle as a hot
house with arches was built at one end with housing
for a boiler approached from this side. By 1901 the
property was occupied by Samuel Harwick, who
was Head Gardener at the Castle. The Dunster Doll
Collection, now housed in Dunster Memorial Hall,
was started by Mollie Harwick, Samuel’s second wife.

3. Dunster, 6 High Street. SS 9918 4370

This house may have been a three-room cross-
passage house, but, if so, has lost its inner room to
the north. The wall at this end is timber framed, as is
the building to the north, no. 10, which appears from
survey to be mainly of 17th-century construction.

In no. 6, two of the original cruck trusses can be
seen, one at each gable; one appears to be smoke
blackened in the roof space. It is not clear whether
it is a true cruck or a jointed cruck as it seems to be
plastered over (Fig. 5). In Dunster three properties
have cruck legs of this type, but none so far have been
suitable for dendro-dating. Judging by an elaborate
stop to the middle beam in what was the Hall (Fig. 6),
this was floored over late in the 17th century.

Documentary evidence (SHC, DD/L/1/26/14/18,
DD/L/1/28/23/1 etc) tells us that the property was a
burgage tenement owned by the Poyntz family, who
had inherited their considerable portfolio of Dunster
properties by virtue of the will of Robert Loty, who
died in 1510 (Maxwell Lyte 1909, 461). This leads to
a tentative conclusion that the house may have been
originally built in the late 15th century or earlier.

The first occupant of the house that can be
identified from these documents is John Stride, who
died in 1713, and from his probate inventory (SHC,
DD/SP/1713/25) we know that he was a mercer (cloth
merchant) and that almost half of his total assets,
valued at £297, comprised his ‘Shopp Goods’ and
another £67 related to ‘Debts Good & Badd owing
to him’. His son-in-law, Nathaniel Ingram, who lived
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Fig. 5 Cruck leg in 6 High Street

Fig. 6 Chamfer and moulding stop to Hall beam

in the house until he died in 1749, was one of the
last in Dunster to follow the trade of clothier (maker
of cloth). He owned the fulling mills in West Street
that had once been the property of Cleeve Abbey,
and which were converted to grist mills in the 1760s
(SHC, DD/L/1/29/27).
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4. Dunster, 3 and 5 Mill Lane. SS 9898 4344

This was another three-room cross-passage house,
and with a later rear extension. Number 3, to the north,
was surveyed first and found to consist of a single
room with large kitchen at the rear. The layout was
not clear until no. 5 had been seen, consisting of the
former open Hall, the cross passage and the service
room. Unfortunately there were no early timbers on
this side of the property. In no. 3, some timbers were
found to be smoke blackened at the north gable — a
collar resting on two purlins built into the gable, and
a truss between the front and rear range with wattle
and daub infill below the collar, now missing above
the collar. This truss sits next to a former circular stair
turret now with realigned walls.

The rear extension was thought to be of the 17th
century from the lapped half dovetail joint (Fig. 7),
elsewhere identified as of being of that date (SVBRG
2001). This was corroborated by dendro-dating under
this project to the second half of the 17th century. The
joint has been seen with this estimated date in a few
of the Dunster houses surveyed. A massive beam at
centre span, resting on a post at mid-point, supported
the first floor and it was thought that this may have
been a workshop, although it may also have been a
separate dwelling at some stage. This range had a
large stack at the east end, but this end of the building
has been shortened to provide a small yard. Between
this range and the front range is a smoke blackened
truss which was not suitable for dendro-dating but
may suggest rebuilding of an earlier structure.

A blocked door connected no. 3 to no. 5 just
beyond the stairs access. In no. 5, a new staircase had
been installed at the other side of the cross passage.
One beam has a scroll (cyma) stop to the chamfer but
this was lost at the other end where the lateral stack
in the back wall would have been built, or rebuilt, at
a later date.

The frontage is the same as the Wesleyan school
room next door in respect of window type, shape and
size and the provision of identical dormer windows.
This does all seem to suggest that the whole frontage
was rebuilt at one time — possibly 1855, the date
shown on a plaque for the rebuilding of the former
Ebenezer chapel at 1 Mill Lane.

Early documentary evidence for the property is
patchy. Church Rate and Land Tax records (SHC,
DD/L/1/33/47; Q/REL/8/3) record the owner in the
1760s as Hugh Poole, and then William Hole in the
1770s, both of whom were known to be the tenants/
millers of Dunster Mill. Some earlier references make
connections to Michael Tirrel who was recorded in
1708 as one of the people responsible for maintenance
of the mill leat (SHC, DD/L/1/33/49/2).

In the 19th century William Prideaux, who lived

Fig. 7 Lapped half dovetail joint

here from 1821, was a maltster’s labourer; John
Milton in 1841 was a baker; Daniel Cousins in
1861 and John Willis in 1871 were both millers. All
the census records from 1841 to 1921 record three
households living here, but it’s unclear how the
property was divided then. Conditions at times must
have been quite crowded — in 1861, ten adults and
five children were recorded; in 1921, eight adults and
ten children.

5. Dunster, Old Stream, 24 Park Street. SS 9896
4326

The two cottages here constitute what was an original
three-room cross-passage house, with the Hall and
outer room in no. 24 and the inner room in no. 26
(Fig. 8), as noted in a recording by E. D. H. Williams
(1983). The lateral stack is on the rear wall of what
was the Hall with an associated circular staircase. It
is likely that the arrangement was slightly altered at

Fig. 8 Nos 24 and 26 Park Street
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a time when a brick lined bread oven was built as
well as a smoking chamber approached externally, as
mentioned by Williams (1983). The bressummer to
the fireplace has a chamfered lintel with many burn
marks — now believed to be ritual protection marks
and seen frequently in Dunster houses.

The roof is of collar trusses and is lined and lime-
washed above the bedroom over the Hall area. The
ridge purlin is diagonally set with notched principal
joint at the apex. Graffiti in the roof dated 1909 has
been identified with two carpenters of that time. There
are no features earlier than the 17th century, but walls
to the north of 0.8m may suggest some rebuild. Gable
fireplaces are recent.

Church Rate records for this property refer to it as
‘house in Water Street late Chaffins’. It’s likely that
this was Samuel Chaffin, who was also recorded in
the 1708 account of mill leat responsibilities, having
a garden in the vicinity of Pound Meadow. The house
was recorded in the Tithe Apportionment as one
dwelling, but occupied then by ‘Robert Dollin and
others’, and census records show that two families
were living here from 1841 onwards (and quite
possibly before that).
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The owners up to the 1870s were the Acland
family of Killerton and Holnicote. They had inherited
a number of properties in Dunster from William
Blackford, a Master at Chancery, who died in
1728. There is some evidence to connect the site of
24/26 Park Street to the neighbouring manor Aville
(which William Blackford also owned) in the late
14th century, when it may have been the site of an
early fulling mill (SHC, DD/L/P/11/1&2; TNA C
131/37/11; also Maxwell Lyte 1909, chapter 13).
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