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SOMERSET VERNACULAR BUILDING RESEARCH GROUP

Surveys were recommenced in 2022 following the 
restrictions of the previous two years. The list of 
accumulated survey requests was large, although 
subsequently reduced; a few owners had moved 
house and in other instances preliminary house visits 
established that there were not enough vernacular 
features still present to warrant a detailed survey. 
Nevertheless, the list still has enough houses to last 
another year.

The most northerly house surveyed (Saltford) 
was almost 50 miles as the crow flies from the 
most southerly (Winsham) and, as ever, the houses 
presented a wide range of styles and constructions, 
from cob cottage to stone-built manor, and dating 
from the 12th century to the 18th century.

One of the rewards for all the travelling, organising 
and surveying we undertake is the thanks from house 
owners for having their homes explained to them. 
It’s not unusual to hear a comment such as, “I’ve 
been here twenty years and never noticed that”. The 
exchange is two way, and the Group is always grateful 
to the owners and occupiers of the various properties 
for their generosity in inviting us into their homes.

Copies of the full SVBRG reports and survey 
drawings have been deposited at the South West 
Heritage Centre. They are also available through 
the SVBRG website, www.svbrg.org.uk where the 
summaries listed here can also be viewed.

Photographs by John Rickard (Figs 2-3, 5-9), Neil 
Ham (Fig. 1), and courtesy of Historic England (Fig. 
4)

1. Babcary, Olive Farmhouse. ST 57434 28474
In 1604 two messuages are recorded hereabouts, 
Olive Farm possibly being one of them. The main 
range and staircase hall have blue lias flagstones, one 
measuring 1.05 by 1.95m. The roof, beams, joists, 
wall thickness (0.7m) and proportions of the main, 
north, range suggest a date around 1600 for a three-
room cross-passage house.

Probably in the 18th century, when an inline barn 
and other outbuildings were constructed, the front 
wall was reworked; one early elm collar truss survives 
within the current roof. Over the early roof another has 
been built rising from raised walls, with an inventive 
feature of an extended truss collar to accommodate 
the higher roofs of the added mid-19th-century south 

wings (Fig. 1). Inexplicably, the two south wings have 
0.7m thick walls rather than the customary 0.5m of 
the mid-19th century. This later roof extends over 
the main range and the two projecting, parallel south 
wings. It is made of softwood and shows remains of 
Baltic timber marks. There are also Roman numeral 
carpenters marks to aid assembly, made with a 
race knife. During the 20th century many door and 
window arrangements were altered; from 2000 on the 
entire farmstead was developed into residential units.

2. Isle Abbotts, Harvest Cottage. ST 34945 20666
The house is shown on the 1841 tithe map and described 
as Cottage and Garden (Fig. 2). The original one-and-
a-half storey cob-walled house may have consisted 
of just two rooms or, possibly, there could have been 
a cross passage with a room on either side. On the 
upper floor there is an exposed truss frame with wattle 
and daub filling and a now-blocked central doorway. 
Another collar and tie truss has a partition beneath it. 
The current first-floor ceiling to the front has been 
raised to accommodate taller windows. The trusses, 
with their trenched purlins sockets, suggest a date at 
the end of the 16th century, however, the ground-floor 
beam supporting this frame has a 130mm chamfer and 
cyma stop, characteristic of the late 17th century. A 
replacement north gable wall has been constructed 
with distinctive banded Lias stonework and the eaves 
of this gable match the raised front eaves level noted 
inside; a Hamstone plaque in the wall is dated 1801.

Both ground-floor rooms have wide fireplaces, 

Fig. 1 Babcary, Olive Farmhouse,
viewed from south-west
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both of which have been updated as have the windows 
and doors and there is no evidence of where the 
original stairs might have been. The recent creation of 
a new interior doorway and the blocking of another, 
into the post-1801 lean-to, illustrates how houses are 
modified to suit the times. A window and a recess in 
thin sections of the front wall may have been separate 
entrances for two households sharing the house.

3. Kingsbury Episcopi, Manor House Cottage. ST 
43331 20887
The Grade II listing includes both The Manor House 
and Manor House Cottage as a single building. The 
cottage lies to the east of The Manor House and is 
two storeys high (Fig. 3a). The front and rear walls 
are brick built while the east wall is built of stone 
and contains brick-headed window openings and a 
blocked upper doorway. The openings on the front 
elevation have voussoir heads identical to The Manor 
House. Front windows on both floors are three light 
with central opening casements. In the east wall there 
is a blocked first-floor loading door beneath a wide 
timber lintel, inserted below a narrower brick window 
head. The roof is slate clad and there is a raised and 
coped gable at the east end; a brick chimney rises 
centrally midway along the ridge.

The house abuts The Manor House (see vol. 161, 
p. 198) to which it was internally connected by a 
doorway, now blocked. It comprises four ground-
floor rooms with brick fireplaces in three rooms. The 
floors are all laid with Lias flagstone. A line of narrow 
Lias stone pieces marks the position of a former wall 
between two rooms. The roof has a 30° pitch and is 
slate clad. The trusses are tie beam and collar trusses 

with queen posts, all of softwood. An interesting 
feature in this roof are the Baltic timber marks that 
were applied to shipments from the Baltic ports, 
particularly in the mid 19th century (Fig. 3b). The 
rear pitch of the roof cuts across and partially blocks 
an attic window of The Manor House. The stone built 
east wall with its upper loading door indicates that 
one room and above was formerly an agricultural 
building.

Despite the uniformity of the front elevation, the 
device of having sash windows in The Manor House 
and casements to the Cottage creates the impression of 
two separate dwellings. However, the interconnecting 
door and the large fireplace suggests that at least part 
of the Cottage was a service ‘annexe’ to the main 
house which appeared to lack a kitchen.

 

Fig. 3b Kingsbury Episcopi, Manor House Cottage, 
Baltic timber marks on roof timber

Fig. 2 Isle Abbotts, Harvest Cottage, front elevation

Fig. 3a Kingsbury Episcopi, Manor House Cottage, 
showing the brick front and the stone gable
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4. Kingsbury Episcopi, East Lambrook, Middle 
Street, Hambdon. ST 43132 18864
The high quality ashlar front wall, full two-storey 
height, wall thicknesses, plan type, roof construction 
and position – set well back from the road – all suggest 
a construction date of around 1800 (Fig. 4). The date 
1811 mentioned in the Abstract of Title indicates it 
was already built. It is a small house built to a high 
quality, possibly for someone in their retirement with 
savings sufficient for an impressive façade. The south 
facing façade is symmetrical with a double-pile plan 
(two rooms deep, two rooms wide with central entry 
staircase hall between them). Some partitions, doors 
etc are now missing. The walls are in Hamstone, all 
around 0.42m thick. The south facing façade is built 
of large pieces of the highest quality ashlar seen in 
Lambrook with fine mortar joints, all in perfect state.

The back door may be the original front door. 
Surviving doorcases to all rooms are handsomely 
made, period to the house. All windows are mullioned; 
those on the south front are Hamstone, flush with the 
wall with bead mouldings around (as also is the front 
door). The one well splayed window opening is in the 
attic gable, the only window on this floor. The rear 
east room has an inglenook fireplace denoting it as 
the principal kitchen/service room. A handsomely 
built original straight staircase has newel posts with 
strong entasis and triple/quadruple turned rings top 
and bottom. The ground floor has solid floors while 
the first and attic floors have elm floorboards up to 
0.33m/13” width. There are carpenters’ marks at 
collar/principal joints. The 45° pitched and coped 
gables suggest former thatch, now double Roman 
tiles. Close behind the house is a small stone building 
with double Roman clay tile roof shown on the Tithe 
map, possibly a bakehouse.

5. North Wootton, North Wootton Farmhouse. ST 
56936 42240
The main range of this Grade II listed property is 

Fig. 5b North Wootton, North Wootton Farmhouse, 
full width bressummer at main fireplace

Fig. 5a North Wootton, North Wootton Farmhouse, 
north-west view of the house

Fig. 4 Kingsbury Episcopi, Hambdon, 
front elevation prior to current high 

hedge

aligned north-south and has another range across and 
projecting to the west from its southern end (Fig. 5a). 
Both ranges are two storey under tiled roofs and gables 
are raised and coped. There was a lean-to against part 
of the east wall, recently replaced by a new extension 
that links to a 19th-century lean-to at the north gable. 
Although wall thicknesses in both principal ranges 
are similar (0.7-0.75m) other features confirm they 
are of different builds. The main range plan is of 
two rooms, historically the kitchen/living room and 
a heated parlour separated by a cross passage, the 
south wall of which is a 0.72m wall that rises to the 
roof apex, the other (originally) a plank and post 
partition. The parlour has a chamfered central beam 
with rounded step and run-out stops, a style evident 
on all the half beams. The east wall of the parlour has 
a stone four-light window with ovolo mouldings and, 
like the beam chamfers, is 17th century in style.

Another mullioned window from this period is also 
found in this wall on the upper floor, albeit made of 
timber and with a plain chamfer. In the former kitchen 
there is an inglenook fireplace at the north gable that is 
remarkable in having a timber bressummer that spans 
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the width of the building (Fig. 5b). To one side of the 
hearth is a baking oven and to the other the evidence 
of a drying chamber, revealed by the arched head 
for access cut into the bressummer soffit. The south 
wing comprises two rooms, one abutting the parlour 
and the other projecting to the west. There are ceiling 
beams in both rooms with step and run-out stops but 
they do not match and both appear to be reused. There 
are a pair of small, plain stone fireplaces on each floor 
at the west gable and on the ground floor the ceiling 
of the projecting room is raised, necessitating three 
steps to reach the floor level in the room above. The 
absence of a cooking hearth in the added wing and the 
other features suggest that the original 17th-century 
house was enlarged in the 18th century simply to 
provide additional accommodation.

6. Pitney, The Old Thatch. ST 45014 28310
The house is one-and-a-half storeys under a thatched 
roof and set a little above road level (Fig. 6). The walls 
are of local Lias stone and house divides naturally 
into the western part that was the original dwelling 
and the eastern part, a former barn. The plan of this 
listed Grade II house suggests the familiar three-room 
and cross-passage layout but, with the passage just 
over 1m wide, the low end room barely 2m wide and 
the hall and inner room combined being about 6m, 
some doubt exists.

A hall inglenook fireplace has a timber lintel, 
chamfered with step and run-out stops and within 
the fireplace there is a 19th-century inserted oven 
that projects into an external block of masonry. An 
open slot towards the right-hand end of the lintel was 
probably the upper fixing for a pot crane. A steep, 
irregular stone winder stair has a doorframe with a 
peaked head, rebated to accept a close fitting door. 
The two oldest doors are at the bottom and top of 
stairs, plank and batten construction and hung on 
pintle hinges which are typical of the 17th century. 
The windows are of wood in a variety of sizes and 

styles under timber lintels, however there is a hood 
mould that is too narrow for the window beneath 
and another much longer hood that has a window set 
toward one side.

The current roof of the house and barn is new 
and built over steel supports. However, some of the 
former roof structure remains. A single truss located 
centrally over the hall/inner room is much repaired 
but comprises smoke blackened elements including a 
saddle apex, typically a 14th- or 15th-century feature. 
The truss however predates the fabric of the current 
17th-century house and may be a relic of an earlier 
open hall house on the site. The barn was perhaps 
built in the latter half of the 18th century, a date 
suggested by the wall thickness and its depiction in an 
1815 map. The incorporation of the barn as additional 
living space to the house dates from the very end of 
the 20th century.

7. Saltford, Saltford Manor. ST 68532 67477
This Grade II* listed building comprises a three-
bay, three-storey unit of 12th-century origin (aligned 
east-west), and a two-storey, 16th-century addition 
on its east gable. The original building was a two-
storey chamber block with tall undercroft and a single 
first-floor chamber accessed via an external stair. No 
evidence of the external stair remains but an early 
20th-century source (M. Wood) makes reference to 
a former partially blocked first-floor entrance to the 
chamber in the north wall. The surviving walls of the 
original building are 1.1m thick, later additions and 
alterations varying from 0.7m to 0.9m thick. At the 
apex of the east gable is a heavily weathered but still 
striking sculpture of a beast, probably a lion, quite 

Fig. 7 Saltford, Saltford Manor, the first-floor, 
high-status decorated 12th-century window

Fig. 6 Pitney, The Old Thatch, front elevation of house 
(L) and incorporated barn (R)
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possibly an original adornment.
A defining feature of the building is the fine 

surviving Norman first-floor window on the north 
elevation (Fig. 7). The window has two round-arched 
lights with a central column, of half-round profile to 
the exterior, with a moulded base. The jambs have 
rounded half-shafts, with incised scallop capitals 
to the jambs and column. The surround has round 
shafts to the sides, with the same incised scallop 
capitals carrying an impost with a chamfer and quirk. 
Around the head are two rows of chevron moulding, 
carved on the face of the surround, and an outer hood 
mould with nailhead ornament and shallow outer 
groove. A second, less impressive, Norman window 
with window seat is extant in the east gable wall, 
now blocked, but with rare, surviving 13th-century, 
red ochre wall paintings on the reveals that were 
discovered in the 1940s.

Major alterations in the 15th century involved the 
insertion of a cross-wall with a fireplace on the ground 
floor, converting the undercroft to a heated principal 
hall. A wide cross passage was created behind the 
fireplace, retaining the 12th-century arched entrance 
in the north wall and inserting a new Tudor-arched 
doorway in the south wall. A wide stone stair within 
the cross passage replaced the earlier, external stair. A 
ceiling with moulded beams was inserted on the first 
floor, cutting across and truncating the surround of the 
principal Norman window. In the late 16th century a 
contiguous two-storey building with access at ground 
and first floor to the main block was added to the east 
gable obscuring the original east window.

What is now the front, south, wall was not only 
refaced, but entirely rebuilt during the 17th-century 
alteration that introduced two- and three-light ovolo 
moulded, stone mullion windows with flush relieving 
arches and a string coursing above both ground- 
and first-floor levels. Further alterations include the 
19th-century addition of two buttresses that flank the 
principal Norman window and the later demolition of 
a former 17th-century wing and subsequent rebuilding 
of the eastern end of the north wall including the 
insertion of a 14th-/15th-century window with two tall 
trefoiled lights below a lobed quatrefoil. At around this 
time the first-floor ceiling in the immediate proximity 
of the principal Norman window was raised to expose 
the full window surround.

This survey was arranged by Nick Hill (HE & 
Vernacular Architecture Group) as part of a study of 
Norman chamber blocks.

8. Wembdon, Sandford Manor. ST 27033 37918
A listed building of local red, Devonian sandstone, 
forming a T-shaped plan, which comprises an almost 
square north wing of perhaps 14th-century origin 

and a 16th-century cross wing to the south (Fig. 8a). 
Visible in the north wing is the remnant of a smoke-
blackened roof structure that appears to be a surviving 
section of a base-cruck truss. The walls of the south 
range are between 0.75m and 0.85m, as also is the 
west wall of the north wing. The north and east walls 
of the latter are of lesser thickness, being around 
0.63m.

The imposing main entrance, possibly of Doulting 
stone, is a fine example of a feature, classically 
described as an aedicule (Fig. 8b). Three-quarter, 
fluted and reeded, partially engaged columns support a 
triangular pediment and flank a semicircular keystone 
arch with carved leaf decoration to the spandrels. 
Within the tympanum is a heraldic device and the 
initials ‘TB’ and date ‘1570’ set in relief. This date 
marks the remodelling and enlargement of the earlier 
open hall house with the addition of a cross wing (the 
south range). The new addition was built with three 
floors, the upper floor and attic possibly accessed by 
a newly created stair hall within the old house. In its 
north-west corner the wing also incorporates a turret 
of rectangular section that may have served as either a 
stair or garderobe for the first-floor chamber.

The newly added wing incorporated fireplaces 
within each room, two with elm lintels, the others with 
fine moulded stone surrounds, each with depressed 
four-centred arch and varying forms of moulding and 
decoration, encompassing plain chamfer, ogee-step-
hollow moulding, small flower spandrel motifs and 
vase motifs at the base of the jamb mouldings. The 
windows are in a variety of styles: three- and four-
light reserved chamfer stone mullioned windows, an 
ovolo-moulded stone mullioned window and a 16th-
century ovolo moulded wooden mullioned window. 
Other windows include two-, three-, four- and five-
light 19th-century wooden mullioned windows and 
a variety of more modern styles. Three window 
openings to the ground floor have relieving arches.

Fig. 8a Wembdon, Sandford Manor,
east front of the house
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At the end of the 18th century, possibly following 
its sale in 1794, the east and north walls of the north 
wing were rebuilt, widening the wing and providing 
the opportunity to incorporate a larger stair and a 
cellar. This phase of alteration may have also included 
the removal of the attic and its gabled dormer 
windows, allowing a simpler roof and fashionably 
higher ceilings to the floor below. Either in this phase 
or perhaps up to a century later, the entire roof was 
rebuilt in more or less its current form – of principal 
truss with notched apex and low collar, the trusses 
being linked by two tiers of purlins. The principals are 
a mix of new and re-used timbers, some with empty 
mortices and many common rafters show staining 
from lath nails and plaster.

9. Winsham, Whatley Farm. ST 36160 06836
This one-and-a-half-storey house comprising a pair 
of in-line building units under a cement asbestos roof 
is listed Grade II (Fig. 9a). To the rear, west, there 
are two contiguous lean-to structures. The earlier 
of the two main units lies to the north and is of two 
rooms and cross-passage plan. The kitchen/living 
room, south of the passage, was separated from the 
passage by a post and plank partition and another 
timber partition forms a west wall separating it from 
a lean-to. The room north of the passage had been 
unheated but an external stack and fireplaces were 
later installed and there is evidence of 18th-century 
panelling and shutters at the window. The beam stops 
in this part of the house are either half pyramid with 
a truncated apex or a step and run-out on 120mm 

chamfers, characteristic of the late 16th century, as is 
a small wooden mullioned window (Fig. 9b). The oak 
roof trusses with cambered collars, plain apices and 
trenched purlins are of a similar date. The truss over 
the northern room forms the upper element of a wattle 
and daub framed partition on the upper floor and there 
is external evidence of timber framing at the north 
gable, now largely obscured by the external chimney 
stack. The windows of the house are wood, three-light 
style, perhaps dating to the 18th-century upgrade.

The southern part of the building is a single room 
containing a new, large fireplace with a baking oven; 
a small summer oven is set at the rear of the fireplace. 
The large beam with double-notched cyma stops 
appears to date this phase of building to the mid 18th 
century. The room now extends beyond the former 
west wall and incorporates the lean-to. The floor level 
of this room is about 300mm above that of the older 
part but in the 19th century the floor level there was 
raised, necessitating the soffit of the older kitchen 
fireplace beam to be cut away. A second staircase and 
internal partitions were introduced in the early 20th 
century when the house was in dual occupancy.

Fig. 9b Winsham, Whatley Farm, a
16th-century timber-mullioned window

Fig. 9a Winsham, Whatley Farm, east front of the 
house with 18th- century addition on left

Fig. 8b Wembdon, Sandford Manor, the dated 1570 
entrance of TB (Thomas Broughton)

22844 SANHS PROCEEDINGS VOL 166 NOV 23


	SVBRG 2022 SANH 166
	SANH 166 SVBRG 2022

