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GLOSSARY



Addorsed: From heraldry, meaning placed back to back – the opposite of ‘addressed’, or face to face.


Angle tie: Tying timbers placed across angles, normally the returns of wall plates. These were widely used during the 18th century as a means to step hip rafters, which were seated in a third timber, the dragon piece.


Abutment: Abut, O.Fr. abuter, to touch at the end (à, to, bout, end). Any point in timber jointing where one timber’s end touches another constitutes an abutment. A ‘butt-joint’ is, therefore, one where ends meet; no integration is implied.


Arcature: The curvature of an arch, as segmental, ogee or lancet.


Arcade: A range of arches. Term applied also to the series of posts standing inside an aisled timber building, because they are sometimes arch-braced in their longitudinal direction.


Arch braces: Term generally applied to braces beneath tie beams, which were frequently curved, or arched.


Arris: The edge at which two surfaces meet.


Arris-trenched: Trenched (q.v.), so that the trench is cut obliquely through an arris and affects both adjacent surfaces.


Ashlar pieces: Short, vertical timbers at the feet of rafters, generally standing upon sole pieces. These continue the internal wall surface until it meets the underside of the rafters, avoiding a visual discontinuity and greatly strengthening the rafters’ base.


Barefaced: With the face uncovered, without a mask; avowed, open. Term used to denote a timber joint possessed of only one shoulder, but which normally possesses two.


Base crucks: Timbers placed as wall posts and containing the naturally grown angle of the eaves, above which they may rise to collar height.


Bays: The divisions, normally postulated by the material used for construction of the lengths of buildings. In the case of arcades, each arch is taken as one bay.


Bird’s-mouth: Term used to describe joints bearing a visual resemblance to an open bird’s beak.


Blade, -ing, -ed: Term used to specify scarfs that are face-halved and terminated in inset, barefaced tongues. See Fig. 270.


Bole: The butt of a tree trunk, normally of concave conoid form, used to provide jowls by inverting the timber.


Bowtell: Small roll moulding, or bead.


Brace: Any timber reinforcing an angle, usually subjected to compression.


Bridle: Term applied to timber joints having open-ended mortises, and tenons resembling a horse’s mouth with the bit of the bridle in place.


Bressummer: Breast-summer, a timber extending for the length of a timber building, normally forming the sill of a jettied storey.


Bridging-joist: Floor timber that supports the ends of common joists, and normally bridges the bays from one binding-joist to the next.


Broach: A spit or point.


Butment cheeks: The timber left on either side of mortises, against which the shoulders of tenons abut.


Cant post: Posts that converge upwards; see Navestock belfry.


Camber beams: Beams sufficiently cambered to form the basis of the simplest type of roof, their curvature serving to drain their surfaces when clad.


Chamfer: The slope or bevel created by removing a timber’s corner or arris. These are termed ‘through’ if run off the end of the workpiece, ‘stopped’ if terminating in a decorative form before the end of the piece or its conjunction with another.


Cant: The oblique line or surface which cuts off the corner of a square or cube. The term is applied to soulaces in roofs, because they produce a canted plane; roofs possessing soulaces, collars and ashlar pieces are thus described as ‘of seven cants’.


Chase: From chasse, a shrine for relics. In carpentry a score cut length-wise, a lengthened hollow, groove, or furrow.


Chase, or chased mortise: A long mortise into which a tenon may be inserted sidewise.


Cladding: The external covering applied to a wall or a roof.


Clamp: A term applied variously to timbers depending upon the type of building. In houses the term denotes horizontal timbers attached to the wall studs in order to support floors; these clamps normally indicate the later intrusion of such floors.


Clench, clinch: Either to turn the point of a nail or spike, and re-drive it back into the timber through which it has passed; or to form its end into a rivet, or clench, by beating it out upon a washer or rove.


Coak: A peg or dowel of a diameter almost equal to its length, used in 19th-century shipwrighting to join futtocks and timbers because it was cheaper than scarfing them.


Cogging: A method of housing an entire timber’s end, sometimes used to prevent its rotation – as in door cases.


Collar beam: A roof timber, placed horizontally and uniting a rafter couple at a point between the bases and the apex. Collar beams can act either as ties or strainers.


Collar purlin: A longitudinal timber uniting and supporting the collars; it is normally carried by crown posts.


Compass timber: A term denoting timber of natural and grown curvature, as distinct from relatively straight-grown timber from which curves are cut.


Common joist, -rafter: The majority of either kind, and normally those of the least cross section in any floor or roof.


Corner post: The post standing at the return of two walls, as at the end and adjacent side of a building.


Counter rebate: See Fig. 57.


Crenellate: To furnish with battlements, a decorative device used much in timber buildings.


Crown post: A vertical timber standing at the centre of a tie beam and supporting a collar purlin.


Cruck blade: The elbowed timber forming one half of a pair of crucks.


Cusp: In Gothic tracery the pointed shape or form created by the intersection of two concave arcs.


Ctyma: Ogee. Formed by a concave and a convex arc in a single linear association.


Dormer: An upright window protruding from the pitch of a roof.


Double tenons: Two tenons cut from the same timber’s end and placed in line; if side by side they constitute a pair of single tenons.


Dragon beam, -piece: A timber bisecting the angle formed by two wall plates. If a beam it supports a jetty continued around the angle; if a piece it normally serves to step a hip rafter.


Draw knife, or -shave: A hand tool possessing handles at either end of its blade, used to produce chamfers.


Durns: Timbers with grown bends suitable for the manufacture of door-ways of Gothic arcatures; two were frequently sawn from one piece of the requisite form.


Eaves: The underside of a roof’s pitch that projects outside a wall.


End girt, -girth: Horizontal timber in an end wall placed halfway betwixt top plate and groundsill, thereby shortening the studs and stiffening the wall.


Fascia: A board forming a front, frequently used to cover a number of timbers’ ends, as joists at a jetty, or rafters at an eaves.


Fillet: In moulding profiles a small raised band, normally of square section. Also a small squared timber.


Fish: A length of timber with tapering ends which can be used to cover and strengthen a break in another timber.


Fished scarf: A scarf that relies upon the introduction of a third timber.


Footing: Foundation.


Free tenon: A tenon used as a separate item, both ends being fitted into mortises cut into two timbers to be joined; often used to effect edge-to-edge joints.


Gambrel: Perhaps Old French (Norman). ‘Also gambrel roof … so called from its resemblance to the shape of a horse’s hind leg’ (O.E.D., 1933).


Girth, girt: Horizontal timbers in wall frames, placed at half height, which shorten and thereby stiffen the studs.


Groundsill: The first horizontal timber laid for a timber building. As the name implies these were in ancient times laid directly upon the ground, as was the case at Greensted church, Essex.


Halving: In jointing the removal of half the thicknesses of two timbers, as in cross halving.


Harr, arr: The edge timber of a door leaf or gate nearest the hinges, the opposite edge timber of which is the head.


Hanging knee: Term denoting a knee placed beneath a beam. Knees placed above beams are ‘standing knees’, or ‘standards’, and those in the horizontal plane are ‘lodging knees’. All three derive from shipwrighting and were used in ships as early as the Viking period.


Haunch: Adjuncts of tenons, designed to resist winding; they may be square or diminished.


Header: Short timber to carry rafters’ tops at the exiture of chimney-stacks.


Hewn knee: A knee, or angle, cut from a timber’s end, as distinct from a separate and applied piece.


Hip rafter: A rafter pitched on the line of intersection of two inclined planes of roof, forming the arris of a pyramidal form.


Hogging: Stress caused by supporting the centre of a beam and leaving the ends unsupported, as when a wave rises amidships of a vessel, and beneath her.


Housing: In jointing a cavity large enough to hold an entire timber’s end.


Jamb: The side of a doorway, archway or window.


Jetty: The projection of a floor outside its substructure, upon which the next storey was built. This resulted in floor areas that increased as the storeys ascended.


Joggle: Said of two timbers, both of which enter a third but which have their joints out of line in order to avoid excessive weakening.


Joist: The horizontal timbers supporting floors; these are binding, bridging, common and trimming. Binders unite storey posts; bridgers span or bridge each bay from binder to binder; commons are the most numerous and actually carry the floor boards. Trimmers are used to frame the edges of voids, such as stair wells.


Jowl: (Jole) ‘The external throat or neck when fat or prominent … the dewlap of cattle’. (O.E.D.) Term applied to the thickened ends of such timbers as storey posts which facilitate the jointing of several other timbers.


Kerf: The cut produced by a saw.


Key: Tapered piece of dense hardwood transfixing a scarf, used to close its abutments.


King stud: A stud placed centrally in a gable, normally supporting the collar purlin.


Lap dovetail: That form of dovetail that overlaps, and is not finished flush. The alternative form is the ‘through dovetail’ used by cabinet makers; they may also be ‘secret’, ‘secret-mitred’ or double.


Lap joints: Any jointed timbers which overlap each other.


Lodged: ‘To put and cause to remain in a specified place.’ (O.E.D.) A term applied to floors retained in place by their weight alone.


Main span: In aisled buildings this is the central and greatest distance spanned.


Midstrey: The porch-like structure at the front of a barn, derived from middle-strey. Each bay of a barn was a strey, and ancient barns normally had one such porch at their centre.


Mitre: Abutments at 45 degrees, producing square returns.


Muntins: Vertical members of panelled areas; the term may derive from mountants.


Mullions: Vertical components of windows, placed in the void.


Nogging: The material used to infill a framed wall betwixt sill and top.


Notched laps: A category of lap joints having V-shaped indentations on plan-view to prevent their lengthwise withdrawal.


Outshot, outshut: An area of space added to a building’s bays, normally at the sides: when at the end of a building they are called by the ancient term ‘culatia’.


Passing brace: A brace uniting several successive members of a frame and passing them by means of halved jointing; of mainly Early English and Decorated usage. (Author’s coinage, 1962, without historical validity.)


Plate: A horizontal timber laid at the base of a timber frame; the term implies a footing, as distinct from a groundsill.


Prebend: The share of the revenues of a cathedral or collegiate church allowed to a clergyman who officiates in it at stated times.


Prick post: Any vertical timber placed in compression, but not a storey post.


Principal-rafter: A heavy rafter placed at bay intervals, normally associated with side purlins.


Purlin: A longitudinal timber in a roof.


Queen posts: Posts set in pairs between tie beams and collars and acting in compression.


Raking struts: Inclined struts used in pairs between tie beams and principal-rafters.


Reversed-assembly: Indicates a system of rearing transverse framing units, the lengthwise timbers of which (top plates) are laid last. In these cases the tie beams are under the top plates. (Author’s coinage, 1962, without historical validity.)


Rive: To split timber lengthwise, i.e. along its grain.


Rove: The circular plate, or washer, upon which the clench, or rivet, in boat- or ship-building is formed.


Sagging: Stress caused by supporting the ends of a timber and applying weight to its centre.


Sally: An obtusely angular and pointed projection, normally on a timber’s end. Alternatively a ‘tace’.


Samson post: ‘Pillar erected in a ship’s hold, between the lower deck and the Kelson’. (O.E.D.) The term alludes to the strength of Samson (Judges XVI, 29), and is applied to similar posts used to support early floors.


Scarfing: The jointing of relatively short timbers into continuous lengths, by means of various expedients; the four faces are smooth and continuous.


Scarfed cruck: A cruck blade having a scarf-jointed angle, as distinct from a grown angle.


Set: The divergence of the sides of a dovetail.


Shore: An inclined timber supporting a vertical one, acting in compression.


Shuts: The edges of a door leaf collectively form the ‘shuts’ of that door.


Side girt, girth: See end girt.


Soffit: Underside or archivolt.


Sole pieces: Short horizontal timbers forming the base of any raftering system that has a base triangulation.


Soulace: A definitive term (Salzman, 1952) for secondary timbers connecting rafters with collars, and placed under the latter.


Spur tie: A short tie such as connects a cruck blade and a wall plate, or a collar arch and a wall plate.


Spire mast: Central vertical timber of a framed spire.


Squint: Angle other than 90 degrees.


Storey post: A wall post of a multi-storeyed timber building that continues through the floor levels.


Straining beam: A horizontal beam between two posts, acting in compression to keep them apart.


Strut: A timber in a roof system that acts in compression, in a secondary capacity.


Stub tenon: A short tenon that does not entirely penetrate the mortised concomitant timber.


Studs: From O.E. studu, a post; the vertical common timbers of framed timber walls.


Table: A raised rectangular portion on a worked timber, normally a scarf adjunct.


Tace: See sally.


Tail: The male part of a dovetail joint.


Tie beams: Beams laid across buildings to tie both walls together; they must have unwithdrawable end joints for this purpose.


Tongue: A fillet worked along the edge of a plank to enter a groove in another.


Top plate: A horizontal timber along the top of a framed wall.


Transom: A cross beam acting as a support for the superstructure.


Trench: A square sectioned groove cut across the grain.


Tusk: The wooden key driven through the protruding end of a tusked tenon, an unwithdrawable form of that joint.


Waney: Used to describe timber, the squared section of which is the greatest that can be cut from the rounded trunk, when any missing sharp arrises are said to be ‘waney’ edges.


Winding: In carpentry the result of torque or twisting, or the result of drying a spirally-grained tree.


Wind braces: Braces fitted into the angles of either roofs or walls to resist wind pressures.


Only terms that are likely to be strange to the general reader are here given, and the correct reference is, of course, the Oxford English Dictionary.
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INTRODUCTION



A decade has elapsed since an introduction was written for my first book on structural carpentry, and since this is so short a time it is still appropriate to begin with the same remarks. There is a view, widely held, even among those having special knowledge of and interest in historic timber buildings, that carpenters had, at any time in the past, the whole range of timber joints known at the present time, from which they were free to select the one they preferred for their purpose. That is to say that the carpenter’s craft, unlike any other, had had no history of development towards perfection; this is but one of a number of irrational opinions that gained a general acceptance in this country for reasons that are obscure. A similar view was that medieval buildings were not attributable to individual architects of genius, because ‘Mediaeval men had an innate instinct for co-operative design’ (Dr J.H. Harvey, 1972, 9), or that man must have first built in stone. Such opinions probably originated in the higher centres of learning, since they obtained during a century of compulsory general education, but they are immediately ridiculous upon serious consideration.


The first to realise the differences of styles of carpentry, or styles of jointing and assembling frames, seems to have been Henri Deneux, of the French Historical Monuments Service. He published in July 1927 a volume entitled L’Évolution des Charpentes du XIè au XVIIè Siècle This work should have revolutionised studies of historic timber buildings from that time onwards, since after reviewing over five hundred important structures he was able to show that: ‘by examining all these examples of framework we have been able to prove, despite their great variety, that each period is characterised by definite assembly-methods (dispositions)’. It is now over half a century since this publication appeared, and its message is gradually coming to be recognised.


Deneux’s methods cannot be improved upon, and the subject is approached by way of a selection of timber buildings that are representative of the technique of their times, reviewed at the end of each recognised period, and more synoptically reviewed at the end of the book. The periods of English architecture ‘are based partly on historical periods and partly on architectural character’, and ‘as they have held the field for so long in all descriptions of English architecture, they have become, as it were, an integral part of architectural phraseology’ (Sir Banister Fletcher, 1956, 347). In view of the inescapable truth of this statement these divisions have been used, with this overriding qualification – ‘What is important about the Styles is not their dates, which fluctuate (in different parts of the country) but their very recognisable general character’ (J.H. Harvey, 1979, letter to author).


It becomes clear as the examples are considered that the effects of these changes, which were essentially stylistic, upon the works of structural carpenters are not always obvious; and it also seems that certain styles directly affected structural thought, and not always to its mechanical advantage. The examples are described and illustrated, their structural joints and decorative features are listed in chronological sequence at the end of the book, and from these sequences the logical conclusion becomes clear – that carpenters’ jointing techniques had of necessity to attain mechanical efficiency if their structures were to endure for any length of time. This is entirely obvious, and it was equally true of the masons’ techniques, yet it has only been recognised in the second instance. It follows from this assessment of the historical succession of developments that timber buildings are datable by the techniques employed for their construction, a fact that has gained least acceptance among students of the subject, but which is gaining some recognition.


It is possible to establish when certain improvements were effected by studying numerous high quality buildings without regard to regional characteristics, thereby discovering what constituted the history of this particular technology at the national level – but it is difficult to show when out-of-date techniques lapsed into obsolescence. The use of jointing for the dating of buildings is therefore limited, but its value can hardly be over-estimated, since typological dating (which is our principal method) cannot be applied in part – that is, without regard to the most important type-series relevant to the study. Dating is fundamental to architectural history, and it is often problematical, since even incised dates such as occur on date stones or the side girt of Rooks Hall may record either the date of commencement or of completion. The same uncertainty attaches to cathedrals (which are generally the most fully documented buildings we have), because the records are primarily accounts, and as such concerned with the costs of the operations. The inception, possibly at Wells, of the single tenon mounted on spurred shoulders can only be broadly dated by Bishop Bubwith’s will, but such records do assist with tolerably close approximations. It has in the past been considered that a building was dated if ascribed to a particular century, but the inadequacy of this is apparent when the present selection is considered – and the majority of works described cannot be dated with respect to each other. Two alternative and scientific methods of date determination are known, carbon14 dating, and tree ring analysis – normally given the name of dendrochronology – and for a concise exposition of the principles of both the book by Professors Horn and Berger is recommended (R. Berger [ed.], 1970, 17-21 and 183-212). The first is a valuable but very expensive method, and the second is not yet available to the extent that is desirable. How useful these methods will become has yet to be established, and typological assessments that have due regard to the technological typology herein proposed are the best method available at the present time.


As in previous books it has been found most convenient first to describe and illustrate either the whole building in question, or such of its features as furnish evidence supporting the general thesis. This has been done with regard to the accepted periods of the successive styles of English architecture insofar as it has seemed possible, for not all timber buildings conform to those styles. At the end of each period the evidence provided by the selected structures is generally discussed, and after the selected buildings have all been introduced the evidence they provide is reviewed under the heading of a single category of joints or other building components, such as storey posts.


The important matter of cruck building has not been dealt with as those familiar with that building type would require; this is because only a few examples exist in the south-eastern counties. Some such buildings have, however, been mentioned as an aspect of the overall pattern. There has been only one historical course of development in English structural carpentry in the writer’s opinion, and the preference for either straight or crooked timber was, irrespective of the regional pattern of distribution, one of the basic options that were open to carpenters. The use of base crucks cited in this text, in the capital and at relatively recent dates, endorses this view. It has been found in such cruck buildings as the writer has examined with the necessary thoroughness – such as the barn at Bishop’s Cleeve in Gloucestershire – that the technological aspects of the carpentry, such as the scarfing, relate precisely to the general thesis expounded, and such buildings should be considered as an integral part of timber-building history rather than as something separate and distinct.


It has always been accepted that fieldwork can never be final, and while this text has been in production important new discoveries have been made which elaborate and confirm the thesis expounded; I have chosen to omit these, however, rather than alter the layouts and delay the production. In the event of a second edition many amendments will be appropriate, since this is a field of study that is in its infancy.




CHAPTER ONE


EXAMPLES FROM THE ANGLO-SAXON PERIOD (A.D. 449 TO 1066)


THE CHURCH OF ST ANDREW, GREENSTED-JUXTA-ONGAR, ESSEX


This building is, in the present state of knowledge, unique in England. Its walls are made of oak trunks, split into halves and reared with their flat surfaces inward, a method of timber building for which the Venerable Bede seems to provide some evidence, referring to the year A.D. 664 (L. Sherley-Price, 1968, 185): ‘He (Bishop Finan) built a church in the Isle of Lindisfarne suitable for an episcopal see, constructed, however, not of stone, but of hewn oak thatched with reeds after the Scots manner’. Furthermore: ‘Eadbert, a later Bishop of Lindisfarne, removed the thatch and covered both roof and walls with sheets of lead’, implying two important factors: a substantial building to carry such weight, and a metal technology able to produce sheet lead. Nothing else can be inferred from Bede, unfortunately, than that some churches were of timber during his time, i.e., the 7th century. Concerning the date of Greensted church there has been much speculation, and more doubt; but that the most acceptable of the half-logs in its walls are of a date between the 7th and the llth centuries seems apparent, the terminal limit being provided by the translation of St Edmund’s remains in 1013. This event was recorded in a document of disputed date which is no later than c.1300 (BM. Add. MS. 14847, f. 20. and V.C.H., 1856, 60), and which has been much quoted: Idem apud Aungre hospitabatur vero ejus nomine lignea capella constructa permanet usque hodie – and seems to indicate Greensted church.


The association with Edmund, king and martyr, has clouded the matter of dating the structure, since it has been thought that it was built for the purpose of housing the remains, rather than that it was already in existence and at a convenient point along the route from London to Bedriceworth, afterwards Bury St Edmunds. That it could not have been built hurriedly for the occasion is evident from its complex assembly method, and long-standing use of its site by the church has been established by a limited excavation, conducted in 1960 (H.R. Christie, O. Olsen and H.M. Taylor, 1979, 92-112). This was reported as follows: ‘Recent excavations in the chancel have established the former existence of a small wooden chancel, of upright logs set in the ground, without any sill, and of a larger wooden chancel which replaced it; the larger chancel had a wooden sill and may therefore be assumed to be of the same general type as the existing nave’. This was approved, at the time, by all the excavators (Dr H.M. and J. Taylor, 1965, 263). The last ‘restoration’ occurred in 1848-9, when it was thought necessary to rebuild the nave because the ground sills had rotted and the half-logs were said to be partially suspended from the top plates; a total rebuild was rapidly carried out, the Builder magazine of the day observing that this was of ‘undue severity’. It certainly was, and the greater part of the western gable, which had survived until that date intact, was removed to provide an unnecessarily wide vestry door; whether the timbers were destroyed or went into some private collection has eluded the records of this disastrous event. A recent re-examination of what remains confirmed that all evidence for the original roofing method was lost at that time.
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Fig. 1 The top joints of the Greensted half-logs with the top plate; perspective from Ray’s drawing.





Study of the accounts that were published concerning this restoration serves only to prove disagreement between the various observers who wrote them, but these and the remains of the fabric are the only basis for a reappraisal of the building. The incumbent of the parish during the rebuilding was the Reverend P.W. Ray, who produced a small book about his church that ran to five editions (Rev. P.W. Ray, 1869, 19-20), in which he wrote: ‘There are 24 timbers on the South side, and 25 on the North. The nave is 29ft 9ins long, 14ft wide, and 5ft 6ins high to the top of the plate. The west end was carried up in the middle as high as the ridge of the roof, and consisted of two layers of planks fastened together with treenails. The planks are not long enough to reach the whole height, they are therefore so arranged as to break both the perpendicular and horizontal joints’. This information can be expanded by a more detailed account (Essex Record Office, Mint Portfolio, Greensted), which was also contemporary, and where accounts agree with each other and the remains of the fabric, grounds for deduction as to its original form and detail exist.


Another observer said of the walls: ‘They are about 6 feet high, including the sill and the plate, and are formed of rough half-trees, averaging about 12 inches by 6 inches (the greatest length on the base line being 18 inches by 9 inches, and the least 8 inches by 6 inches). Mr Suckling does not believe them to have been “half trees”, but that “they had a portion of the centre, or heart, cut out, probably to furnish beams for the construction of the roof and cills; the outsides or slabs thus left being placed on the cills”. We see no evidence of this, for the timbers were evidently left rough, and the dimensions prove them to have been, as nearly as may be, “half trees”. These uprights were laid on an oak cill, 8 inches by 8 inches, and tenoned into a groove 1½ inches deep, and secured with oak pins. The cill on the south side was laid on the actual earth; that on the north side had, in two places, some rough flints, without any mortar driven under. The roof plates averaged 7 inches by 7 inches, and had a groove corresponding with the cill, into which the uprights were tenoned and pinned. The plates were also of oak, but they and the cills were very roughly hewn, in some parts being 10 inches by 10 inches, and in others 6 inches by 6 inches or 7 inches.
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Fig. 2 Greensted, scale-drawn elevation of the north-west part of the gable, with horizontal section at base beneath the scale.





‘There were twenty-five planks or uprights on the north side, and twenty-one on the south side. The uprights in the north side were the least decayed. Those on the south side required an average of 5 inches of rotten wood to be removed, those on the north about 1 inch only, and the heights of the uprights, as now refixed, measuring between plate and cill, are, on the north side, 4 feet 8 inches, on the south side 4 feet 4 inches, the cills being bedded on a few courses of brickwork in cement to keep them clear of damp. The uprights were tongued together at the junction with oak strips, and a most effectual means it proved of keeping out the wet, for although the interior was plastered, there was no evidence, in any part, of wet having driven in at the feather edge junction of the uprights – a strange contrast to many of our modern churches, where, with all the adjuncts of stone and mortar, it is found no easy matter to keep out the driving weather from the south-west. The roof was heavy, and without any particular character; it consisted of a tie-beam, at less than 6 feet from the floor, with struts. The covering was tile’.


An alternative and conflicting account from the same portfolio (E.R.O., Mint Portfolio, Greensted) says: ‘Each was cut with a tenon going into the cill; and the top of each was cut to a thin edge and pinned into the roof-plate’. This last detail was illustrated in several of the editions of the book by the Rev. Ray, and is redrawn as a perspective in Fig. 1. This is an important difference between the records quoted and the surviving fabric, which now has tenons along the tops; it is felt that these were probably cut from the thin edges by the carpenters affixing the new top plate. It is difficult to believe that the incumbent would have taken the trouble to have a block engraved and published in order to propagate a falsehood. There was, at the restoration, a south doorway, 4ft 7ins wide, with door-posts, and a northern doorway, 2ft 5ins wide – this last was found blocked and was reblocked with original timbers from some part of the structure.


The northern part of the west gable is drawn to scale in Fig. 2, in which a horizontal section showing the assembly testified by Ray is drawn at the base. No part of this wall that can be examined today confirms Ray’s statement, but outside measurements set against inside measurements taken from the actual corner suggest the construction drawn – which, however, cannot be proved. In fact, at least two half-logs with grooved sides can be seen from within the west tower, one of which is scarfed simply and was fixed with two nails. This area, when checked and compared with the complementary south-western area, shows enough original peg holes to form a horizontal line across the wall at a height that was probably between the two top plates at each side; this indicates the original existence of a tie beam at this end, without which the whole would have been too flimsy to survive.
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Fig. 3 The south-west angle at Greensted, raised above the grooved sills.





The south-western corner is drawn as Fig. 3, in which the ‘thin edges’ shown by Ray and other contemporaries are drawn. Both western corner posts have a quarter removed to form their internal angles, and this is a feature which no contemporary plans show, but on-site examination has failed to prove that the northern post is not an original, due allowances having been made for the partial replacement of its timber at the top. The most curious detail of these corners is the elaborate arrangement for mounting two top plates, each rebated to carry a plank-on-edge, between them; it is difficult to envisage a Victorian carpenter inventing this elaborate system, and one suspects that it is a reflection of the original. The original uprights of this end are taller than the corner posts by the corresponding amount, a fact supporting the authenticity of the method.
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Fig. 4 Greensted, method of assembly against the corner logs.
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Fig. 5 Greensted, suggested method of top plate insertion.
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Fig. 6 Greensted, hypothetical reconstruction of the missing central tie beam.





The timbers shown in Fig. 2 with their tops cut obliquely flat have survived in that form, and suggest that the verge rafters were set on to the same form of tenons as were used for the side walls. As shown in Fig. 4 the studs (half-logs) probably had to be reared against the corner posts, into which the fillets would have been previously inserted with respect to the side walls, the same corner logs being rebated to accommodate the end wall. The top plates could then have been advanced, endwise, into the rebates cut in the corner posts (Fig. 5). Alternatively, all the side walls complete with sills and top plates, pegged together and each with terminal corner posts, could have been reared by sheer manpower, and the whole stabilised by the tie beams at that point. The method of fitting the tie beam shown in Fig. 6 was, in fact, hypothetical – but the most recent on-site examination proves that this was the method used by the 1849 restorers. It is probable that a tie beam was fitted at the eastern end, but nothing survives there today. The former existence of the western tie beam is not only substantiated by the peg holes now approximating to its line; it was also obviously necessary because if, as Ray described it, it was built of two layers all vertically placed and slightly overlapping, it could have possessed absolutely no strength with which to survive until 1849. Fig. 7 shows such a tie beam. Against this beam the western wall could have been reared, either of the two alleged layers or of single half-logs – a structural point upon which the visible evidence is equivocal. Figs. 8, 9 and 10 illustrate possible processes for this operation. Fig. 10 shows the west as though built of grooved half-logs, together with the scarf visible on one half-log that survives in the tower at south-west enlarged on the left. Fig. 11 is a purely hypothetical impression of the whole, with assumed ridge piece and purlin slots.
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Fig. 7 Greensted, hypothetical reconstruction of assembly method for the western end, against the tie beam.
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Fig. 8 Greensted, the western plank wall, viewed from inside.
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Fig. 9 Greensted, the western wall viewed from outside, with internal layer complete and external half-logs being applied to it.
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Fig. 10 Greensted, reconstruction of the complete western gable, with exploded view of joint in a halflog.
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Fig. 11 Greensted, hypothetical reconstruction of whole carcase.





The plank-on-edge system of wall plating perpetuated by the 19th-century restorers is accounted for in Fig. 6, wherein it may be seen that this plank fills the gap betwixt the top plates which was caused by fitting tie beams between them. These suggestions go a little way towards understanding what little remains at Greensted, and indicate. a remarkably close relationship with the grave chamber of the Gokstad ship.
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Fig. 12 The framing of the Rhenish helm at Sompting.





THE CHURCH OF ST MARY, SOMPTING, SUSSEX


The western tower of this church retains a rare example of the spire form known as the ‘Rhenish helm’, a square-planned and pyramidal spire that rises from the apexes of four gables. This is a survival that has generated many ‘scholarly’ misinterpretations, including a tradition that its height was reduced in 1762, and another, more recent and even less probable, that it was rebuilt after the Conquest. The present state of knowledge does not admit of a date ascription closer than somewhere between c.A.D. 950 and c.1050. It is unlikely to be later than this.


No other Anglo-Saxon tower in this country has a contemporary spire of this type, but there are structural indications that St Benet’s, Cambridge, was originally of the same form; and it is suspected that others were replaced by more conventionally English types right up to the 19th century. The architectural and structural concept of the Rhenish helm is extraordinary, but its execution in carpentry at Sompting is a work of such assurance and competence, achieved with such economy of means, that it both indicates the work of a master and suggests the previous existence of a tradition of framing such works.


The entire framing of the helm is shown in Fig. 12, in which enough components have been omitted to clarify the matter. Until such time as the cladding is removed for repairs there are points of construction that cannot be verified, and these are omitted. They include the framing of the purlins to the eaves rafters, and the ‘valleys’. It is apparent from both structure and situation that the helm had been previously worked and fitted together at ground level, when it was numbered for reassembly with chisel-cut Roman numerals that are still clearly visible. Late Saxon method, therefore, anticipated ensuing carpenters’ methods. The verges of the gables were not finished in the level plane, but were inclined at the same pitch as the surfaces of the spire, for which reason the gables’ truncated tops produced triangular flats.
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