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Fig 1 General view of the church from the south showing the distinct roofs of nave and chancel and 

the truncated tower on the south side. 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

St Mary’s Church is a Grade I Listed building standing in High Street, High Bickington, on 

the west side of the B3217 road from Winkleigh to Barnstaple, in North Devon (NGR SS 

59922 20521). This report describes an archaeological survey of the roof structures of the 

church undertaken as part of a larger programme of repairs encompassing the roofs of the 

church and the western tower. The works described in this report were commissioned in July 

2011 by Jonathan Rhind Architects acting on behalf of the Parochial Church Committee of 

High Bickington, and were undertaken by Richard Parker Historic Building Recording and 

Interpretation during the summer and autumn of that year. 

 

1.1 Description of the project  

 

The first phase of archaeological works began in March 2010 with investigative works 

undertaken as a part of the preliminary works for an English-Heritage Repair Grant 

application under the scheme ‘Repair Grants for Places of Worship in England 2009–10’. 

These works involved documentary research aimed at identifying the principal phases of 

repair and alteration to the church. The research concentrated particularly upon identifying 

references to work on the roofs and the tower. Alongside this a limited drawn and 

photographic survey of the building was made, consisting of hand-measured scale drawings 

of structural elements of the roof from the interior, below the present plaster ceilings, and 

from above, utilising the inspection holes to make a ‘keyhole’ record of details of the trusses. 

The resulting drawings, taken from different parts of the roofs of the nave and aisle, were 

compiled to form a composite section through the church. These works were undertaken by 

S.R. Blaylock and R. W. Parker and the results of the survey were presented as an assessment 

report entitled An Archaeological Assessment of St Mary’s Church, High Bickington, Devon 
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in June 2010 (Blaylock, 2010). The report concluded that the roofs of the church were late-

medieval wagon roofs, ceiled in the 18th or 19th centuries, and retaining much evidence of 

earlier roofing materials. 

The second phase of building works took place during the summer of 2011. This 

involved the erection of a scaffold and temporary roof, the stripping of the slates and lead 

work over the entire building and the repair and reinstatement of damaged or decayed timbers 

in all the roofs. The wall tops were cleared of accumulated debris which was felt to be 

trapping moisture and accelerating the decay of the timbers. These clearance works 

necessarily involved the loss of the evidence for earlier roof coverings preserved in this 

debris, and also presented an opportunity for examining the structures and sequence of the 

roofs which is unlikely to occur again for the foreseeable future. Evidence might be contained 

in these structures which would be crucial to understanding the development of the church 

building. A further phase of archaeological recording was therefore undertaken in June and 

July 2011, with further visits in October of that year. Although the plaster barrel ceilings 

were not removed and access to the lower parts of the roof timbers, particularly those 

showing on the inside of the church and beneath the ceilings, remained restricted, the whole 

upper parts of all the roofs were exposed, together with the wall tops of the external walls of 

the nave, chancel, aisles and transept and, to a certain extent, the wall tops of the arcades 

dividing the body of the church. The porch and the tower were not affected. 

 

1.2 Method 

 

There were insufficient monies or time available for producing full drawn elevations of 

typical roof trusses to augment or improve the earlier composite section, but it was felt that 

the production of a measured plan of the roofs at a scale of 1:50, together with a detailed 

photographic record in digital format, would be adequate to record any variations in the 

forms of the trusses or the locations of carpenter’s marks which might help elucidate their 

date or sequence. The plan would also allow a record of the positions and context of any 

artefacts recovered from the debris on the wall tops. The architects’ drawing No. 689/06a ‘St 

Mary’s Church, High Bickington, Rafter Layout’ was used as a basis for the production of 

the roof plan, but in the event this was found to be insufficiently detailed to establish the 

relationships of different elements of the roofs with any confidence. Additional 

measurements were therefore taken during subsequent visits to the site and, though the 

resulting drawing (Fig. 35) represents a no less composite effort than the section through the 

building, it is hoped that it will be adequate for the purpose of recording the above details and 

also the positions of the interventions made in 2010. The artefacts recovered from the debris 

on the wall tops were professionally photographed by Gary Young. The majority of these 

artefacts have been deposited at the Museum of Barnstaple and North Devon. Those 

remaining artefacts (mainly pegged slates) which were not accepted by the museum as part of 

their collection were returned to the church in October 2011 to be replaced within the roofs. 

 

2 GENERAL DESCRIPTION 

 

St Mary’s church stands within a large churchyard approached from High Street to the east 

by an archway under the buildings of the village school and by other routes from south and 

west. The church (Fig. 1) is a large medieval structure consisting of a nave, chancel and north 

aisle, the aisle extending the full length of the chancel to form a rectangular plan measuring 

approximately 26 x 11 metres. These elements are covered by parallel roofs divided by a 

central valley. On the south side of the church is a tall, projecting structure, measuring 

approximately 5 square metres in plan, and forming a transept currently occupied as a vestry. 
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Fig. 4 View of the east end of the church showing the quoins (arrowed) between the chancel and 

chancel aisle. A blocked doorway or window is visible in the east wall of the aisle. 

 

 
Fig. 5 Elevation of the south aisle showing variations in the pattern of the window tracery. On close 

inspection a break in build is just perceptible at the centre of the elevation (arrowed), a 

position which seems to contradict the evidence of the window tracery, but which roughly 

corresponds with the position of the west wall of the southern transeptal tower. 
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The walls of this structure are steeply battered, of considerable thickness, and rise well above 

the eaves, to such a height as to leave no reasonable doubt that this represents the remains of 

a transeptal tower on the north side of the church. To the west of this tower is a small south 

porch forming the main entrance to the building and, at the western end of the nave, stands a 

tall and handsome tower of considerable architectural ambition. This presumably replaced the 

earlier tower to the south in the late-medieval period.  

The church is reputed to have been founded and endowed in the tenth century by King 

Athelstan (Risdon, 1811, 315). Nothing of so early a date remains visible; however the fabric 

preserves the remains of an ambitious 12th-century building, much altered by later additions. 

The principal surviving elements of the early church are: the Romanesque entrance doorway, 

now sheltered by the south porch, and the pillar stoup to its west (Fig. 2); the outline of a 

round-headed window to the west of this (now blocked); the remains of a respond with a 

foliate capital, representing part of a Romanesque chancel arch, built into the south wall of 

the church on the line of the east wall of the transeptal tower (Fig. 3) and, presumably, the 

remains of the transeptal tower itself. The font is also Romanesque, probably of late 11th- 

early 12th-century date (Blaylock 2010, 1). Although a second Romanesque doorway 

survives in the north wall of the aisle it is most likely that this was reset here when the aisle 

was added: the nucleus of the early church appears to have been the nave and chancel and the 

aisle to the north probably represents a later accretion. 

The relationship between the nave and aisle is visible at the east end of the church 

where the joint between the chancel and the chancel aisle of the church is apparent (Fig. 4). 

The original quoin stones marking the north-eastern corner of the chancel lie a short distance 

to the north of the central valley gutter, showing that the aisle roofs have encroached on those 

of the chancel and the nave, truncating the eaves construction of both roofs. The end of the 

aisle also contains a blocked doorway or window below the east window of the aisle, with a 

low, triangular arched head. The dressings have unfortunately been removed, making the date 

of this feature difficult to determine; however, assuming that this opening is not a post-

Reformation alteration cut in to the earlier masonry (and it does not appear to be), this feature 

would preclude the presence of an altar standing against the east wall of the aisle. It is 

possible that the altar stood further to the west and that there was an enclosure defining a 

vestry or sacristy immediately under the large east window at the end of the aisle.  

Examination of the north wall of the aisle shows that this is also constructed in several 

phases (Fig. 5). The eastern part of the north wall has two large windows with complex 

perpendicular tracery in three lights with mullions rising to meet the head of the arch. The 

lights are grouped in pairs by intersecting arches each spanning two lights, with cinquefoiled 

sub arches below them. This distinctive type of tracery also appears in a similar context in the 

north-eastern chapel at Atherington church, nearby, and is probably of early 16th-century 

date. The western part of the north elevation of the aisle has four windows with much 

simpler, reticulated tracery which is less easily datable, but possibly of 15th-century date. 

These observations might be interpreted as showing that the aisle developed in two phases: 

the addition to the earlier nave and chancel of an aisle of four bays and later a short chancel 

chapel of two bays. In fact, though the tracery of the four nave aisle windows is of the same 

pattern, these windows are not of the same period: the eastern window of the western group is 

slightly smaller than the others and there is a perceptible break in the coursing of the masonry 

in the wall between this window and the three to the west. This structural break is also 

present in the roof structure of the aisle, which will be described in detail below. This might 

suggest that the aisle developed in stages involving a nave aisle of three bays and a chancel 

aisle of three bays; however, this sequence of development is contradicted by the evidence of 

the arcades internally, and it is clear that the sequence of development of the aisle is more 

complex than at first appears.  
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The character of the arcades separating the nave and aisle and the chancel and chancel 

aisle reflects successive phases of medieval alterations. The two easternmost bays of the 

arcade are the earliest, and may date from the 15th century, having two bays of two-centred 

arches standing on stout octagonal stone piers with shallow capitals decorated with simple 

hollow mouldings (Fig 6). The arches springing from these piers are constructed of two 

distinct rings of voussoirs, the inner ones hollow-chamfered, of a white free stone, and the 

outer arch rings of a coarser grey stone with plain chamfers. The western pier of this part of 

the arcade is fully octagonal and must have been constructed to serve as a free standing pier 

in an arcade rather than as a respond attached to a wall. The capital of the pier is irregular: it 

is divided crudely into two halves and, on its western side, above the capital, the masonry of 

the octagonal shaft continues vertically above the capital for two more courses, before 

contracting to a different profile representing later work (Fig. 7). As this masonry does not 

feature the freestone inner arch ring it is clearly of different character and not simply an 

unfinished or truncated section of an arch like those to the east. It might represent the lowest 

voussoirs of a stilted arch of a different width or height, and with a different profile, or a 

temporary arrangement put in place during a pause in construction. This evidence seems to 

show that the eastern chapel was constructed first, perhaps as part of a scheme for the 

addition of a complete aisle, but that this scheme was abandoned and the continuation of the 

arcade westwards interrupted before completion.  

These two eastern arcade bays do not respect the planning of the earlier church. They 

totally disregard the site of the chancel arch. The position of the arch is betrayed today by a 

narrow panel in the ceiling of the nave, and by the junction of the nave and chancel ceilings, 

which are at different heights and alignments (Fig. 8). The chancel aisle arcade extends well 

to the west of the projected line of this chancel arch, with the centre of the westernmost pier 

lying at a distance of approximately 9.25m from the inner face of the chancel east wall and 

2m beyond the eastern side of the former chancel arch. The northern respond of the 

Romanesque chancel arch would thus have fouled the arcade. The voussoirs of the arcades 

show no evidence that they were built against or around an earlier respond and there is no 

provision for any corbelling above the arcade to support a truncated or reshaped chancel arch. 

It follows that the arch and any fabric north of it must have been removed when the arcade 

was inserted.  

The western limit of the interrupted arcade is not reflected by either the break in build 

in the north wall or the discontinuities in the structure of the aisle roofs (described below). 

These latter breaks lie 2.5m to the west of the westernmost pier of the new arcade, 12.5m 

from the inner face of the east wall of the chancel aisle. They correspond roughly with the 

position of the western wall of the transeptal tower on the opposite side of the church. Their 

presence here, in the north aisle, may allow us to postulate that there was originally a 

transeptal element on the north side of the church corresponding in plan with the southern 

tower. This may have been gradually removed and replaced as the north aisle developed, 

leaving only slight traces in the fabric. This possibility will be discussed further below. 

A much later four-bay arcade continues westwards beyond the octagonal pier for the 

length of the aisle. This has tall, slender moulded piers of pale grey stone with slightly stilted, 

four-centred arches with three rings of mouldings; an ogee, a hollow and an ogee (Fig. 6). 

The first two mouldings are cut from a single block forming the innermost order of the arch 

rings. The piers have angle shafts and hollow mouldings matching the ‘Type A’ piers 

identified by Pevsner as typical of Perpendicular Gothic in Devon (Pevsner & Cherry 1980, 

45). These piers probably date from the late 15th or early 16th century. The later arcade 

makes no acknowledgement of the building breaks in the north wall or the aisle roofs. The 

new arcade presumably replaces the north wall of the Romanesque nave and the remains of 

the putative transept, which had perhaps survived for a period as the west wall of the 15th- 
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Fig. 7 Detail of the arch springer at the junction 

between the two phases of the arcade, 

showing anomalies which may perhaps 

have been disguised by the rood loft.  
 

 
Fig. 8 Detail of the staggered springing of the 

arches showing  the position of the 

Romanesque chancel arch (coloured 

pink) in relation to the arcades. 
 

 
Fig. 6 Detail of the arcades between the chancel aisle and nave aisle, looking south west towards the 

southern transept. The truncated respond for the Romanesque chancel arch can be seen 

(arrowed) in the background, with a narrow panel in the ceiling betraying the thickness of the 

wall over the arch.  
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Fig. 10 View of the chancel roof structure 

looking north east, showing the arch-

braced trusses and the eaves plate and 

wall plate at the base of the roof.  

 
Fig. 11 View of the junction of the chancel and 

nave roofs, looking south west, showing 

the absence of collars and inserted 

curved braces supporting the extended 

part of the nave ceiling (arrowed). 

 
Fig. 9 The junction of the nave and chancel roofs showing the narrow panels representing the site of 

the chancel arch (coloured pink) and the medieval half bosses repositioned in the 19th century 

(arrowed). Note the flat, square form of the bosses of the nave (top) and the applied leaf 

ornaments forming bosses on the chancel ceiling (bottom). 

Reset medieval 

bosses 

19th-century bosses 
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century chancel aisle. The spacing of the piers matches closely those of the two eastern bays 

and it is suggested that this part of the arcade was constructed in fulfilment of a long-

interrupted building project to provide the church with a full-length north aisle. The 

possibility of an earlier nave aisle in this position cannot be ruled out. Unfortunately, its 

presence could only be demonstrated now by excavation.  

 

3  ANALYSIS OF THE ROOFS 

 

The earliest roofs to survive are those of the nave and chancel. These are separate structures 

at different heights and on slightly different alignments (Figs. 9, 11). Both roofs are wagon 

roofs ceiled within and divided into bays and panels by moulded transverse and longitudinal 

ribs. Blaylock concluded that the ceilings were 18th- or 19th-century insertions and that the 

roofs had probably not been intended for ceiling originally (Blaylock 2010, 3). Examination 

of the roof structures at this point shows that the two roofs were formerly separated by the 

thickness of the masonry wall over the chancel arch, which penetrated through the roof 

structures with only the uppermost timbers of the nave roof oversailing it. The roofs must 

therefore predate the demolition of the chancel arch and the addition of the eastern part of the 

arcade.  

The area formerly occupied by the masonry of the chancel arch is now represented by 

a narrower bay which has been ceiled and decorated to match the rest of the nave ceiling. 

Close examination of the woodwork of the moulded ribs dividing the ceiling panels shows 

that those ribs extending east of the original west face of the chancel arch are of 19th-century 

date, replicating the detail of the original nave roof to the west, and also that the curious half 

bosses at the extreme eastern end of the ceiling are medieval, but reset in their current 

positions. They must originally have been sited further west, at the limit of the original 

ceiling, where the medieval arch-braces survive. Their places have been supplied by modern, 

replica bosses, somewhat darker in colour than the originals (Fig. 9). As the roof does not 

appear to have been ceiled in plaster until a late period, the gap in the roof timbers produced 

by the demolition of the chancel arch, measuring about 0.8m, may have remained unresolved 

for centuries. It is possible that, before the ceiling was inserted, it was masked or concealed 

by a tympanum like that still surviving at Satterleigh Church, nearby, or perhaps by a wooden 

celure or canopy of honour for the rood.  

 

3.1 The roof of the chancel (Roof 1) 

 

The chancel roof is a conventional west-country ‘wagon’ roof consisting of a series of 

closely-spaced trusses set at intervals of approximately 30cms (Fig. 10). There are 17 trusses 

in this roof; five main trusses framing four bays and 12 subsidiary trusses, three in each bay. 

The basic construction of each truss is identical, the only difference being that the main 

trusses have moulded arch braces showing below the ceilings as an ornamental rib, whereas 

the arch braces of the subsidiary trusses have no mouldings. Each truss consists of a pair of 

rafters tenoned and pegged together at the apex. The rafters are linked by a collar and braced 

with pairs of upper and lower arch braces, meeting at the centre of the collar. The arch braces 

form an arched roof structure within, which is now ceiled with lath and plaster. There is no 

ridge tree. On each side of the roof moulded longitudinal ribs link the trusses, secured at the 

joints of the upper and lower arch braces, and there is a third longitudinal rib below the collar 

at the centre of the roof. The intersections of these ribs are marked, not by bosses, but by leaf 

ornaments applied in the angles of the ribs (Fig. 9). Some of these are fragmentary and look 

as though they have been reset. All the pegs were driven in from the west side of each truss, 

but it is not possible to establish whether the roof was assembled from west or east. 
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The original arrangement of the eaves is preserved on the south side and shows that 

the ends of the lower arch braces are tenoned into and supported by one of two moulded wall 

plates, superimposed upon each other and lying on the wall tops facing the interior of the 

church. The lower wall plate is a deep, hollow-chamfered timber and the upper one is 

moulded (unfortunately these mouldings could not be recorded due to the presence of the 

ceilings). It is possible that the lower plate might have been retained from an earlier roof, but 

this could not be confirmed because its upper surface and any redundant sockets are 

concealed by the upper wall plate. At the external face of the wall is a further longitudinal 

timber forming an eaves plate. The upper wall plate and the eaves plate are linked at intervals 

by short horizontal ties with dovetail joints, one in each alternate bay. The rafters descend to 

the eaves plate and were originally secured to it by a peg driven through the foot of each 

rafter. One of the trusses (Truss C9) seemed to have a large horizontal tie linking the foot of 

the arch brace to the eaves plate, however, this does not connect with the rafter, and it may 

represent a third dovetailed tie, partially obscured by the foot of the truss. This truss was 

marked ‘VII’ on the foot of the rafter, but no other carpenter’s marks were visible on the 

trusses. The north side of the roof has been truncated when the chancel aisle was added. The 

proximity of the two roofs and of the planking necessary for access made inspection of the 

timbers very difficult in this area but it seems as though the construction on the north side 

originally matched that on the south. 

 The chancel roof cannot be easily dated on the basis of these observations, other than 

that it must predate the addition of the chancel aisle and the removal of the chancel arch. It 

may be that the form of the bosses, with simple foliate ornaments applied to the intersection 

of the ribs is of a type which pre-dates the domed form of bosses employed in the later roofs 

of the nave aisle and chancel aisle. Unfortunately there was no evidence to prove which of 

the roofs, nave or chancel, was the earliest in the sequence.  

 The wall tops of the south side of the chancel were cleared of debris by the 

contractors prior to the repair of the timbers. This operation revealed a large number of 

pegged slates of varying sizes, some retaining evidence of dabs or splurges of lime mortar. 

The best examples of these were retained, photographed and deposited at Barnstaple 

Museum. No conclusion as to the position of these slates, or the size of slates employed on 

different parts of the roof could be reached, since all were ex situ. No other roofing materials 

such as thatching spars, wooden shingles or sarking boards were recovered on the south side 

of the roof, but this cannot be taken to prove that this roof was never thatched. There was 

clear evidence of the use of shingles: the upper surfaces of the rafters were lightly pitted with 

drill holes, which are usually associated with the application of wooden shingles hung on 

helling pins driven through the sarking boards into the rafters. Also, some loose wooden 

shingles were recovered from the central valley between the chancel and chancel aisle roofs; 

however these might be derived from either roof. Dark staining on the timbers of the chancel 

roof might represent the positions of widely-spaced battens, but these could have replaced 

earlier sarking boards. Since these features might relate to any phase of roofing, no 

conclusion as to the original roof covering could be reached.  

 

3.2 The Roof of the Nave (Roof 2) 

 

The nave roof is also a typical wagon roof but with some unconventional features. The 

construction of each of the nave trusses involves a pair of principal rafters linked by a collar 

braced with upper and lower arch braces. There is no ridge tree, the existing timber being a 

19th-century insertion. The roof is supported by 11 main trusses, with chamfered and roll-

moulded soffits beneath the modern ceilings, forming 10 bays. There are 29 subsidiary 

trusses, three in each bay. The original treatment of the eaves (Fig. 12), is preserved on the  
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Fig. 12 Detail of the eaves on the south side of the nave, showing the sole pieces linking 

the lower arch braces with the feet of the rafters, which are tenoned and pegged 

into the sole pieces. 

 

 
Fig. 13 Detail of the valley gutter showing the 

truncated rafters and sockets for sole 

pieces (right) and the square socket (A) 

for a support for the valley gutter. 

 
Fig. 14 Detail of the nave trusses showing the 

thickening of the principal rafters in the 

main trusses at the point where they 

meet the upper arch brace.  

A 
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Fig. 15 Detail of the area of the demolished chancel arch showing the inserted braces 

supporting the 19th-century ceiling beneath the primary rafter couples, without 

collars, which formerly stood over the masonry of the chancel arch.  

 

 
Fig 16 Detail of one of the flat bosses in the nave roof carved with mouldings to match the 

transverse and longitudinal ribs and with angle sprays of conventionalized foliage, retaining 

evidence of colour. The method of construction of the ribs is more clearly visible in the 

porch roof, which has similar applied bosses, one of which is missing (inset). 

 

N1 
N2 
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south side. Here the wall tops support a wall plate and eaves plate without linking ties. The 

lower arch braces are tenoned into the wall plate, but sole pieces are tenoned into the rear 

face of these braces and extend over the top of the eaves plate to receive the feet of the rafters 

in mortices in their upper surfaces. These sole pieces are present in every truss, including the 

subsidiary trusses, the only exception being truss N35, in which the rafter is longer and, 

instead of a sole piece, there is an horizontal tie linking the foot of the rafter to the rear of the 

lower arch brace. This is the only such variation observed in the roof of the nave, and does 

not appear to be a repair, but an original feature, perhaps a mistake of the carpenters. The 

construction of the eaves on the north side has been truncated as a result of the intrusion of 

the aisle roof; however, the sockets for the sole pieces remain and it is clear that the 

construction of the roof was originally the same on both sides (Fig. 13). A short length of 

moulded timber, inverted and reused as a support at the west end on the north side of the roof 

may survive from an earlier roof and appears to bear some faint traces of colour.  

An unusual feature of the main trusses which did not appear in the subsidiary trusses 

or any of the other roofs of the church was the thickening of the principal rafter at a point just 

below the collar (Fig. 14). This appears to have been intended to ease the junction, and, no 

doubt, strengthen the joint, between the upper arch brace and the principal rafter. It may also 

have helped prevent the sagging of the principals by thickening them at their centres. Only 

two carpenter’s marks were observed on these trusses (Trusses N15, N19), on the north side. 

The relationship of this roof with the chancel arch and with the western tower was 

particularly illuminating, since the roof respects both. The structure of the roof formerly 

butted against the west side of the wall of the chancel arch; however, two trusses (trusses N1 

and N2) consisting solely of common rafter couples, without collars, extended over the gable 

wall at the east end of the nave roof. These timbers must originally have rested on or perhaps 

been accommodated within chases in the masonry. When the chancel arch was demolished, 

these timbers were left in place, standing without any additional support: there appears to 

have been no attempt to insert a collar or to resolve the void in the roof left by the demolished 

masonry. Only when the roof was finally ceiled were new curved braces added under the 

rafters to support the new extended ceiling. These are simply butted at the apex and are 

supported by crude additional struts and ties (Figs 11, 15). 

The relationship of the roof with the tower is also instructive. The roof butts against 

the tower, with the western truss contracting slightly between the buttresses. The northern 

rafter of Truss N43 has the curious expanded detail of the principal rafter, but this seems to 

be missing on the south side, perhaps due to a later repair. These relationships establish 

beyond doubt that the nave roof must have been constructed when both the chancel arch and 

the western tower were in existence. 

The upper and lower arch braces of the main trusses and the three longitudinal ribs are 

decorated on the underside with flat chamfers bordered by rolls. At the intersections of these 

ribs are rather unconventional bosses (Fig. 16), set into the thickness of the ribs and decorated 

with mouldings to match those of the ribs, flowing in a curve between the longitudinal and 

transverse ribs. These bosses are carved from a flat piece of timber approximately 0.41m 

square and are secured to the ribs with iron spikes. At the centre of each boss is a small 

lozenge-shaped carved ornament. Springing diagonally from the angles of the intersections 

are square leaf ornaments. These appear to be carved in one piece with the bosses, and were 

formerly gilded. The ribs bear traces of red paint. At the wall tops the wall plates have a 

hollow chamfered moulding enriched at intervals with either shields, fleurons or grotesques 

and painted foliate scrolls. The undersides of the arch braces of the subsidiary trusses could 

not be examined due to the presence of the ceilings. Although these are likely to be 

unmoulded it is possible that they were also decorated with painting. The porch roof has 

similar bosses (Fig 16, inset) and may be contemporary with the roof of the nave. 
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The clearance of the eaves of the nave revealed similar material to that previously 

described. A number of wooden shingles and part of a sarking board pierced with many 

wooden helling pins for securing the shingles were recovered from the valley between the 

nave and the nave aisle. Unfortunately these were not in situ and their original location in the 

roofs could not be determined. The nave rafters were marked with pitting for helling pins, 

showing that sarking boards and shingles were employed as a roof covering for the nave (Fig. 

17). On the south side of the roof, in the area above the porch roof, a number of the sole 

pieces, in trusses N27-32 had been replaced in a phase of historic repairs, possibly pre dating 

the 19th century. A similar repair has been carried out to the feet of trusses N40-41. Truss 

N42 has had the lower part of its southern rafter replaced by a 19th-century timber. These 

latter repairs may have taken place during the 19th-century restoration of the church. 

As with the chancel roof, the dating of the nave roof cannot be established with any 

certainty. This roof predates the demolition of the chancel arch and the addition of both parts 

of the north aisle, but it is either contemporary with or later than the western tower. The 

character of the foliate sprays on the bosses, with square, stylised leaves, and the relationship 

with the large, late-medieval tower may suggest a date in the 15th century, The roof was 

clearly added at a stage of major intervention to the Romanesque building since in the area of 

the truncated southern tower its timbers rest upon reused Romanesque architectural fragments 

reset in the wall as corbels. It is possible that these are taken from the upper parts of the 

truncated tower, or perhaps from the original west wall of the Romanesque church, both of 

which were presumably demolished when the western tower was added. There is no 

corresponding evidence from the north side of the church, since the northern wall of the nave 

appears to have been entirely demolished and replaced when the arcades to the north aisle 

were constructed. As the roof pre dates the aisle, it must have been supported by props during 

this exercise, or the wall may have been removed in many stages during the rebuilding. There 

is no obvious provision for an adjoining roof to the putative north transept, but it is possible 

that evidence for this structure was destroyed when the aisles were constructed.  

 

3.3 The roof of the chancel aisle (Roof 3) 

 

The roof of the chancel aisle (Fig. 18) is a wagon roof like those previously described, but 

with a distinct and very rational system of construction. This roof extends for just over 13m 

from the eastern wall of the aisle to a point corresponding with the position of the western 

wall of the transeptal structure on the south side of the church. The western bay of this roof is 

irregular or disturbed and shows truss forms described below as ‘variant trusses’. Beyond this 

disturbed bay the structure of the nave aisle roof, extending for a further 12.5m, as far as the 

western wall of the church, is of a different character and of a consistent pattern, with only 

three minor anomalies.  

The chancel aisle roof consists of seven main trusses, with moulded arch braces, 

dividing the roof into seven bays, each containing three subsidiary trusses. The eighth main 

truss (Truss A29) forms part of the adjacent roof structure to the west. The construction of the 

main trusses in this roof is consistent, at least on the north side of the church. The lower arch 

braces are tenoned into and supported by moulded wall plates on the inner face of the aisle 

wall, and are linked to the feet of the rafters by short horizontal ties (Fig 19). The feet of the 

rafters rest directly on the eaves plate and are not secured to it by pegs. The three subsidiary 

trusses in each bay all have short diagonal ‘slip tenon’ ties (Fig. 20) instead of straight ties 

like those of the main trusses. These slip tenons tie the rafters to the rear of the lower arch 

braces at a higher level. There are 17 subsidiary trusses of this type, without mouldings, and 4 

further subsidiary trusses of variant form in the western part. All the trusses have collars and 

arch braces and are linked by moulded longitudinal ribs. There is no ridge tree. 
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Fig. 17 Detail of the rafters on the north side 

of the nave, showing pitting for 

helling pins.  

 
Fig. 18 Detail of the north side of the chancel 

aisle roof showing the varied 

construction of the eaves. 

 
Fig. 20 Detail of the subsidiary trusses in the 

chancel aisle roof showing a typical 

small diagonal tie or slip tenon. 

 
Fig. 19 Detail of the eaves construction of a 

main truss on the north side of the 

chancel aisle showing a typical large 

horizontal tie. 
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Fig. 23 Detail of the south side of the nave aisle roof showing the joints of the 

collars and the distinctive gouged carpenter’s marks (circled). 

 

 
Fig. 21  Detail of the flue built into the east wall 

of the chancel aisle. This is un-sooted and 

may have served a charcoal stove used 

for making wafers for use at Mass. 

 
Fig. 22 Detail of the eaves on the north side of 

the nave aisle, at the junction of the two 

aisle roofs, showing the absence of ties 

and the pierced feet of the rafters. 
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The trusses are marked with carpenter’s marks consisting of Roman numerals but, 

unfortunately, these obey no perceptible sequence. All the marks appear at the level of the 

collars and on the upper arch braces. They are inscribed on the western face of the trusses, 

but only on the southern side of the roof. No marks are visible on the north side of the roof. 

The pegs have been driven through from the western side of each truss.  

The roof thus has a very clear and distinct bay system which only breaks down in the 

western bays, in the area of the putative north transept. The four variant trusses (Trusses A24, 

A26 A27 and A28) show a mixture of large horizontal ties like those of the main trusses and 

short horizontal slip tenons, but these are arranged in no particular pattern. The westernmost 

truss (Truss A28) shows clear signs of disturbance in the large number of redundant peg-

holes and scars cut into its western face. It is possible that this particular group of trusses had 

for some reason to be altered or replaced, perhaps when the western wall of the former 

transept/chancel aisle was demolished during the construction of the nave aisle to the west.  

The interior of the roof has extra decorative elements. Resting on the tops of the wall 

plates are secondary plates or cornice boards running between the main trusses, deeply 

moulded and decorated with brattishing (miniature battlements). The narrow gaps visible 

between the brattished timbers may formerly have been masked by angel corbels or other 

such applied ornaments, but these no longer survive. The intersections of the ribs are covered 

by domed hemispherical clasping bosses of the usual late-medieval type. All the lath and 

plaster ceilings appear to be of 19th-century date. Though some plaster debris on the wall 

tops might suggest that these replaced earlier ceilings, this debris was confined to a very 

small area and could simply represent repair to a damaged panel. There was no evidence to 

show that the roof had ever been ceiled prior to the installation of the present ceilings. 

The clearance of the debris on the wall tops revealed a deep, square void or shaft 

resembling a flue, concealed within the thickness of the east wall at the north-eastern corner 

of the aisle (Fig. 21). This was partially filled with debris but may formerly have extended 

almost to floor level within the eastern wall of the aisle. The flue has no obvious datable 

features, but appears to be integral with the aisle. There was no trace of smoke blackening or 

sooting within the flue, which had clearly been long abandoned. It is therefore difficult to 

interpret this feature as connected with a fireplace serving either a lodging for the priest, a 

private pew, a solid-fuel stove or a boiler house. One possibility is that the flue served a small 

stove or oven with a specific function, such as for preparing unleavened bread for the Mass. 

These features have been identified in several westcountry churches and are believed to have 

been fired with charcoal (Peter Brears, pers. comm.) which would have produced a column of 

clean, superheated gases and thus would not have resulted in any smoke staining. The 

presence of this feature, which is now hidden behind the organ, and perhaps also blocked or 

plastered over, might reinforce the conjecture that the east end of the chancel aisle was 

occupied by a Sacristy. The eaves of this part of the roof contained much loose hay; not, 

apparently, thatching material, but probably introduced as nesting material by birds. 

  

3.4 The roof of the nave aisle (Roof 4) 

 

The roof of the nave aisle is a wagon roof like those previously described, but with yet 

another variation in the construction of the eaves. This roof extends for just over 12.5m from 

the western wall of the aisle to a point corresponding with the position of the western wall of 

the transeptal tower on the south side of the church, where the character of the carpentry 

changes completely. The roof has nine main trusses and 24 subsidiary trusses, each formed 

from major structural timbers like those of the roof to the east: rafters, collars and arch 

braces, pegged together and linked by moulded longitudinal ribs. There are, however, no ties 

between the lower arch braces and the rafters (Fig. 22), no ties between the wall and eaves 
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plates, and there are no structural differences between the main and subsidiary trusses. All of 

the rafters, on both sides of the roof are pierced by a large ‘peg hole’ running horizontally 

through the foot of the rafter (Figs 13, 22). These formed no part of the construction of the 

trusses, neither were they obviously designed to allow anything to be fixed to them. Their 

purpose is not known. The only variations in the character of these trusses occurs towards the 

west end of the aisle, where Trusses A51 and A52 show evidence of small diagonal slip 

tenons cut into the backs of the lower arch braces. These slip tenons have been sawn off flush 

and there is no corresponding socket in the underside of the rafter, showing that the slip 

tenons can never have been utilised in this roof. Truss A61, the westernmost truss in the roof 

shows evidence of a socket for a large horizontal tie, but this socket, too, was never utilised. 

These anomalies suggest the possibility that some of these roof timbers have been reused. 

The nave aisle roof has a quite distinct system of carpenter’s marks. The trusses are 

marked on their western face; at the level of the collars on the south side and on both rafters 

and lower arch braces on the north side. Compared to the other roofs, this roof is liberally 

supplied with markings. Those on the north side of the roof are plain Roman numerals cut 

with a chisel or a scribing tool, but the majority of those on the south side, though apparently 

also Roman numerals, have been cut with a curved gouge (Fig. 23). None of the trusses 

appear to be in sequence and, though the truss numbers generally agree on each side of the 

roof, trusses A35, A38, A44, A46, A57 and A58 have different numbering systems on their 

northern and southern sides. Many of the numbers are repeated and it is clear that these marks 

were designed to aid the construction of each individual truss on the ground, or in the faming 

yard, and not their eventual location in the roof when hoisted up onto the wall tops. 

As has already been mentioned, the structure of the aisle roofs betrays a significant 

structural and temporal interruption to the construction of the aisle. It is assumed here, on the 

basis of the dating of the arcades (see above), that the chancel aisle roof is the earliest of 

these roofs and that the nave aisle followed later, but in fact there is nothing to definitely 

associate the timber roof structures with the masonry fabric and it is perfectly possible that an 

earlier chancel aisle was re-roofed after the nave aisle roof was already in place. The break in 

the roofs, falling on the line of the west wall of the southern transept does seem to reinforce 

the argument that the two parts of the aisle developed on either side of a structural element on 

the north side of the church, corresponding with the southern transeptal tower, which was 

gradually removed as the church developed, and of which the west wall survived to be 

removed only when the aisle was completed. The variant trusses at the junction of the two 

roofs perhaps represent trusses inserted after the demolition of this wall to fill in the gap. 

Both roofs are indistinguishable from within the church and it is clear that the decorative 

character of the earlier roof was deliberately matched in the later roof even though the 

carpentry details differed.  

The relationship of the aisle roofs to the earlier nave and chancel roofs is not in doubt. 

Both the eastern and western sections of the aisle roof intruded on, and necessitated the 

removal of, parts of the earlier nave and chancel roofs. The eaves construction, including the 

eaves plates, ties, the feet of the rafters and the nave sole pieces, was simply sawn through or 

unpegged and the timbers removed. This does not seem to have raised any structural concerns 

for the builders, whose new roofs were also constructed without a full eaves-top assembly on 

this side. After the alterations both the new and old roof trusses were supported in the valley 

simply by the lower arch braces and the wall plates.  

The valley gutter was supported at intervals by short vertical posts standing in large, 

square sockets (Fig. 13) on the wall tops. These supported very large triangular plates, with a 

wandering grain suggestive of elm, which were simply dropped into the valley, pointy side 

down and flat side up, to bear the planking and lead-work of the valley gutters. The timbers 

were over 2m long and were fixed by pegs or spikes to the ends of the rafters (Fig. 24). 
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Fig. 24 View of the massive triangular beams or plates (here displaced and inverted) 

utilised as supports for the valley gutters between the nave and aisle. 

 

 
Fig 25 View of the south transept roof, looking south east, showing 18th- or 19th-century roof 

timbers and ceiling boards and widely-spaced, dark lath marks (right), which may 

provide evidence of historic thatching. 
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Fig. 26 Detail of the small leather ball recovered from the valley gutter (Photo: 

Gary Young).  
 

 

 
Fig. 27 A small vessel formed from the tip of a 

cow’s horn, recovered  from the eaves 

of the nave aisle (Photo: Gary Young). 

 
Fig. 28 Timber shingles, including two lapping 

shingles, recovered from the central 

valley gutter (Photo: Gary Young). 
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3.5 The roof of the southern transept (Roof 5). 

 

The southern transept of the church was formerly a tower, which must have risen higher than 

at present and was perhaps originally topped with a timber spire, as at Braunton, Ashford and 

Barnstaple, nearby. At present it has a gabled roof, parallel with and slightly higher than the 

roof of the nave. It is likely that the tower was cut down to its present height after the 

construction of the new western tower in the 15th century. The lowest stage of the tower was 

utilised before the Reformation as a chapel, since it has a triangular-headed piscina. The 

opening to the body of the church is a wide two-centred arch without visible dressings, 

mouldings or imposts; it cannot be securely dated and might well have been enlarged from a 

much smaller, original opening. The east wall of the tower retains two tall lancet windows, 

one at a high level, which may have originally lit a tower chamber. Both have round-headed 

arches externally and might be of 12th-century date. There is some evidence of internal 

alterations, since the rere-arch of the lower window has a triangular pointed head and there is 

an unusual baulk of masonry in the south-eastern corner, cut away some distance above the 

ground. The south wall contains a short, arched window with ‘Y’-tracery of 18th- or early 

19th-century ‘Churchwarden’ type. The plastered internal walls betray no evidence of 

internal floor levels and the position and type of access to the chamber and any other rooms 

in the tower is uncertain. The walls do not seem thick enough to have featured a vice or 

newel stair without some form of turret projection. This might have been accommodated 

within the projecting baulk of masonry in the south-eastern corner; however, examination of 

the wall tops showed no visible evidence for such a stair. 

This part of the church was stripped of slates and the roof structure exposed (Fig. 25). 

There is no surviving evidence for the original tower roof, nor for the roof structure installed 

after the truncation of the tower. The existing roof structure simply consists of common 

rafters of relatively small scantling laid over the masonry of the wall tops and over the void at 

the centre of the tower, meeting at a plank ridge at the apex. The ceiling is boarded and 

supported on the rafters and on purlins buried in the masonry. This roof could not be securely 

dated; however the character of the timber construction would be consistent with a date in the 

18th or early 19th centuries.  

The wall tops retained a great quantity of straw, hay and other organic material, much 

of which may have been introduced by birds as nesting material. However it is also possible 

that some of this material was derived from a thatched roof. Unfortunately no remains of ties 

or thatching spars remained, but the dark lath marks on the surviving roof timbers are widely 

spaced and could have been associated with broad, cleft laths suitable for thatching. The 

church is known from the churchwarden’s accounts to have been at least partially thatched, 

and this seems to have been renewed as late as 1837-9, when the accounts record payments to 

William Jerman ‘for reed and thatching the church’ (Blaylock 2010, 7).  

 

3.6 Finds from the roofs  

 

The clearance of the valleys and eaves of these roofs revealed a number of finds, now 

deposited at the Museum of Barnstaple and North Devon. From the valley gutter between the 

roofs a small stitched leather ball filled with straw was recovered (Fig 26) The ball is of 

uncertain date and might have been lost at almost any period in the church’s history; falling 

onto the roofs during a ball game played while the roof was open during a phase of repairs, or 

perhaps being thrown up from inside the church prior to the ceiling of the roofs, when the 

wall tops and eaves voids would have been open to the interior.  

A most interesting object recovered from the north side of the nave aisle was a small 

vessel formed of the tip of a cow’s horn (Fig 27). This was about the size of a modern shot 
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glass, and was stained in places with a dark colouring. Its function is unknown, but we might 

speculate that it was used to hold a small quantity of liquid, such as glue or pigment and that 

it was perhaps lost in the eaves during a phase of decoration of the bosses, wall plates or ribs 

or possibly decoration on the aisle walls in the form of texts or images. The function of the 

vessel could only be established with certainty by detailed scientific examination of traces of 

its contents. Unfortunately this lies beyond the scope of this project. An animal bone was also 

found among the debris but the context of this bone could not be established.  

Among the many examples of early roofing materials recovered from the wall tops 

were a small number of timber shingles. Most of these came from the valley gutter in the 

centre of the roof and were in remarkably good condition. They appear to have been attached 

by pegs driven through the centre of each shingle, rather than the top edge as in the pegged 

slates also recovered from the roof. One shingle had angled rounded corners at the head; all 

had square tails. Staining on the surface of the best preserved shingle showed that it had been 

lapped by another, which also survived (Fig. 28). The lap extended to about half the depth of 

the shingle, so that the peg securing the lower shingle was only just covered by the shingle 

above. These particular shingles appear to have been rather carelessly lapped, directly over 

each other and not staggered in each course like modern slating. It is possible that they had 

been reused before they were finally discarded or that they came from a part of the roof 

requiring this configuration.  

Further evidence of shingling was found in the form of fragments of sarking boards 

pierced by a large number of wooden pegs or helling pins (Fig. 29). One large fragment 

retained the dark shadow of a rafter running across its underside and a cluster of peg holes, 

many retaining their pins, suggestive of many phases of fixings. The upper side of the board 

was much discoloured and dirty but showed no sign of mortar staining such as might be 

expected if it had been used in conjunction with scantle slates secured with dabs of mortar. It 

seems likely that sarking boards were used only with timber shingling. There was no 

evidence of any torching, plastering or decorative treatment of the underside of the boards 

and it is considered probable that the original treatment was simply to leave the prickly side 

of the board exposed between the rafters. This curiously frank treatment remains to be seen in 

the porch roof at Kingsnympton church; on the south side of the nave/chancel at Chagford 

and in the abandoned medieval chapel of St Martin at Broadnymet (Fig. 30).  

By far the greater number of artefacts recovered from the eaves of the church were 

roofing slates, of varying sizes, some retaining their helling pins or ‘peggies’ in situ (Fig. 31). 

All the slates were long, narrow and sub-rectangular apart from one or two shorter, squarish 

ones, two with one tapering side and one which had been cut to a tapering form. It is possible 

that these came from the apex, verges or eaves, where specially shaped slates might of 

necessity have been employed. Most of the slates retained evidence of mortar dabs showing 

the extent of the lap between each course of slating, which appeared to be considerable. In 

most cases only 30-50mm of clean slate was left exposed at the tail of the slate and a 

comparable amount near the head. This gap presumably reduced the chances of water 

penetration due to capillary action. The slates all had a single hole punched very close to the 

top edge of the head of the slate, near the centre, through which the peg was driven from 

which the slate was hung on the laths. This is a completely different technique than that 

employed in the wooden shingling of the roof, where the hole lay near the middle of each 

shingle. A small number of loose peggies was salvaged from the debris. These appear to be of 

oak and were cut by hand to a roughly cylindrical profile.  

The roof thus produced evidence for three different types of roofing pre dating the 

slates removed in 2010: wooden shingles, pegged or scantle slate and, in the area of the 

southern transept, the possibility of thatch. Unfortunately it was not possible to establish the 

original or earliest treatment or the date of changes in the roof coverings.  
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Fig. 29 Fragments of a sarking board pierced by many wooden pegs, showing the lower face 

(top), with the dark stain of a rafter running across it; the upper face (bottom) showing 

pegs banged in flush and (bottom) a further small fragment, shown from the side, to 

demonstrate the projection of the pegs into the interior (Photo: Gary Young). 

 

 
Fig. 30 Sarking boards in situ at St Martin’s Church, Broadnymet, Devon, showing the original 

effect of this method of securing slates or shingled roofing from inside the church (the 

marks on the curved arch braces relate to a much later ceiling, now removed).  
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Fig. 31 A selection of the scantle slates with lime mortar dabs showing the lap of the slates and 

a small number of helling pins (bottom), representing typical roofing materials 

recovered from the eaves (Photo: Gary Young). 
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4 DISCUSSION 

 

Examination of the roofs at High Bickington reveals a sequence of development that to a 

certain extent contradicts the evidence readily observable in the masonry fabric of the church. 

The appearance of the chancel and nave roofs does not immediately suggest that both were 

built around the Romanesque chancel arch; neither does the homogenous appearance of the 

aisle roof from the interior of the church prepare one for the discovery that the roof is not of a 

single build, but that it contains two and possibly three distinct phases. That the breaks in the 

aisle roof do not correspond in position with the obvious break in the fabric of the arcades 

and the fenestration of the north wall, but actually occur some distance to the west of this, 

adds further complication. Although the roofs might obviously form a later phase than the 

masonry structures and their phasing could be entirely unrelated to that of the masonry, it is 

clear that these breaks do correspond with known or conjectured elements of the Romanesque 

church. It is therefore unlikely that these correspondences are coincidental. The roof 

structures thus provide important additional clues as to the development of the building, and 

reveal a more complex story than might otherwise be guessed. The drawings on the following 

pages (Figs 32, 33) summarise the presumed development of the church. 

 

4.1 Suggested sequence of development 

 

The Romanesque church: 12th century. 

No evidence of the Anglo Saxon church remains; however the surviving Romanesque fabric 

and the evidence for early structures revealed by the study of the roofs provides an 

opportunity to attempt a reconstruction of the 12th-century church. We may conclude that 

this was a cruciform building consisting of a nave and chancel separated by a broad chancel 

arch. The geometry of the building (reconstructed on the basis of rapid measurements on site) 

appears to involve a basic module of a square with sides measuring approximately 5.3 metres 

or about 17½ feet. Assuming the eastern face of the chancel arch to be the point from which 

the design was generated, we may postulate that the nave was intended to be three of these 

squares long and the chancel one and an half. The present chancel has a square end, but it is 

suggested that the incorporation of a half-square within the geometry of the chancel 

originally allowed for a semi-circular apse, with the high altar being positioned on the chord 

of the apse. It is interesting to note that the arcade opening on the chancel aisle does not 

spring, as might well be expected, from a respond built against the east wall, but further west, 

more or less on the line of the chord of the presumed apse, as though this particular alignment 

was still of some visual or symbolic importance at the time. The nave was slightly shorter 

than at present and presumably had a richly-decorated façade with a western portal. The 

existing south doorway is probably in its original position. 

The tower on the south side of the church does not exactly fit the geometry, being set 

slightly to the east, with its east wall continuous with the line of the chancel arch; however, it 

measures approximately 5.3 metres from east to west at the base and thus may be based on 

the same module. The presence of a transeptal tower links the church with a group of 

churches with towers in this position, many of which are located in this part of north Devon. 

These churches include Abbotsham, Ashford, Ashreigny, Beaford, Bishops Tawton, 

Burrington, Barnstaple, Braunton, East Down, Fremington, Ilfracombe, Morthoe, Pilton, 

Shirwell and Yarnscombe. Great Torrington was a further example; its tower now largely 

removed. Further south, a smaller group of transeptal-towered churches include the Exeter 

churches of Ss Martin, Olave, and John; Ringmore in the South Hams and possibly also the 

churches of Topsham and Tedburn St Mary. This list is not exhaustive. It is likely that there 

were many more churches whose original towers were replaced, as at High Bickington, in the 
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late medieval period, but for which little or no evidence of the original arrangement has 

survived.  

Some of the above mentioned churches retain structural evidence to show that the 

tower was balanced by a transeptal structure and this appears to have been the case at High 

Bickington. Although this may have been a conventional transept there is also a possibility 

that this was formerly a full tower, so that the east end of the church was flanked by a pair of 

towers. This would certainly be an unusual feature but not, perhaps, unprecedented, given the 

presence of paired transeptal towers at Exeter Cathedral and at Ottery St Mary. Twin 

Romanesque towers were a relatively common feature of continental churches. Two 

Romanesque towers flanking the chancel survive today at Canterbury Cathedral and also at 

Cormac’s Chapel on the Rock of Cashel. It is not impossible that the designers of High 

Bickington, an ambitious building and a Royal foundation, could have drawn on design 

sources such as these. 

 

Rebuilding of the chancel: 14th and early 15th centuries?  

The chancel of the church may have been the first part of the church to be modified, in the 

fourteenth century, being rebuilt with a square end and fitted out with a handsome set of 

sedilia and a piscine, all under cusped ogee arches. The roof of the chancel is perhaps the 

earliest roof structure to survive. It respected the demolished chancel arch and has been 

truncated for the addition of the chancel aisle roof. Although the roof rests upon the masonry 

of the eastern part of the arcade and might be assumed to be contemporary with it, it is clear 

that the chancel arch must have been removed when the arcade was inserted, and therefore 

the roof is thus earlier than the arcade. A distinctive feature of this roof is the way in which 

the wall and eaves plates are linked by short ties with dovetail ends. This constructional 

element does not appear in the other roofs of the church. The chancel roof has two cornices, 

and there is a possibility that the lower parts represent the remains of an earlier roof, perhaps 

contemporary with the rebuilding of the chancel. The existing roof is simply superimposed 

upon these earlier wall plates, which were retained as a support for the new structure. 

 

Rebuilding of the nave and provision of a new porch and tower: 15th century? 

The nave roof also respected the chancel arch and is truncated by the roofs of the nave aisle. 

It must therefore antedate the addition of either the nave aisle or the chancel aisle. This roof 

is, however, contemporary with the western tower and appears to relate to a phase of late-

medieval rebuilding in which elements of the Romanesque building were removed. The roof 

is supported upon Romanesque architectural fragments which might have been derived from 

either the southern transeptal tower or another element which was removed in this phase, 

such as the west wall of the nave, which must have been demolished to open up the building 

to the new western tower.  

The position of the tower in relation to the presumed geometry of the building, and 

the large diagonal buttresses at its north-eastern and south-eastern corners suggest that the 

tower was initially built beyond the original western limit of the church as a freestanding 

structure. This presumably allowed the church to continue in use during the construction of 

the tower and, perhaps also, would have allowed the stability of the tower to be established 

with certainty and any structural movement due to its weight occur without adversely 

affecting the earlier building. As soon as the tower was completed the west wall of the church 

would have been thrown down and the two buildings connected. This may explain the rather 

clumsy junctions of the nave walls with the tower buttresses. The nave of the church was then 

completely re-roofed with the present roof structure. This roof may date from the 15th 

century, assuming the tower to be of this period. Distinctive features of this roof are the use 

of sole pieces linking the feet of the arch braces with the feet of the rafters and the flat 
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Fig. 33 Suggested development of the church building. Phases 4-5. 
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Fig. 34 View of the interior of the church at North Petherwin, Cornwall, showing an aborted 

attempt to replace a low, 12th-century aisle and transept with a late-medieval arcade and 

aisle roof at a higher level. The late medieval piers ignore the bay divisions and geometry 

of the earlier building, allowing for the staged replacement of the fabric.  

 

surfaces, roll moulded angles and flat, applied bosses set into the junctions of the grid of 

internal ribs defining the bays. As the curious, flat, applied bosses also appear in the porch 

roof, it is presumed that the nave roof and the porch roof are contemporary. 

 

Addition of the chancel aisle: 15th century? 

The roof of the chancel aisle is the most regular in appearance and construction and may 

perhaps be next in the sequence, assuming it to be contemporary with the eastern part of the 

arcade. This roof encroaches on the chancel roof, truncating the lower parts of its timbers. It 

has main trusses with large, horizontal ties linking the feet of the rafters and the lower arch 

braces, but smaller, diagonal ties in the form of slip-tenons in the subsidiary trusses. There 

are no horizontal members linking the wall and eaves plates, but there are additional timbers 

forming an enriched, embattled cornice on the interior of the roof and there is evidence that 

there were other ornamental elements, perhaps small angel corbels, applied at the foot of the 

main trusses. As with the other roofs there is no evidence that this roof was ceiled until the 

18th or 19th centuries and it may be supposed that all the roof timbers were originally 

displayed. The roof extends to a point roughly corresponding with the west wall of the 

southern transept, well beyond the earliest, eastern part of the arcade, which suggests that a 

structural element existed on this alignment when the roof was constructed. As discussed 

above, it is most likely that this was the western wall of a former transeptal structure 

corresponding with the former tower on the south side. It is highly likely that the chancel 

aisle in fact represents the enlargement of a southern transept eastwards to create a larger 

eastern chapel, perhaps for a chantry chapel or for use by a parish guild. The unfinished 
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arcade with octagonal piers was probably built with the intention of extending further 

westwards, and it may have been temporarily finished with a short arch or some other 

temporary bridging structure linking the incomplete arcade with the Romanesque north wall 

of the nave, or with the remains of the west wall of the putative transept. This conjecture 

would explain both the misalignment of the present arcade piers in relation to the planning of 

the Romanesque church and the clumsy treatment of the capital of the western octagonal pier. 

(The anomaly in the capital may have been tolerated or ignored because it was obscured by 

the vaulting or loft of a late-medieval rood screen). 

An example of this kind of discontinuity survives at North Petherwin in Cornwall 

(Fig. 34), where a late-medieval project to replace a 12th- or early 13th-century aisle and 

transept with much larger and grander aisles and arcades survives as left by the builders, with 

the unfinished arcade terminating at a new pier built just east of the west wall of the transept, 

linked to the earlier fabric by a short stone beam. This is not an unusual feature of medieval 

churches, where there was a clear tradition of adaptation and piecemeal alteration in which 

new features were introduced within the existing fabric, sometimes constructed alongside it 

or undercutting it, until the new structure was strong enough to bear those parts of the earlier 

structure which it was intended to retain. The original support was then removed. In this way 

the remains of Saxon walling are sometimes found to survive above late-medieval arcades 

which have wholly replaced the lower part of the wall. Many examples in churches in the 

Midlands and Gloucestershire are noted by Rodwell (Rodwell 1989, 77). The process 

probably allowed churches to remain in use during building works, but presents a headache 

for archaeologists. 

 
Addition of the nave aisle: early 16th century? 

The construction of the western parts of the aisle seems to have followed in the late 15th or 

early 16th century. This will have involved the demolition of the original north wall or any 

earlier aisle of the Romanesque church, and the provision of a new aisle, with a roof 

replicating the appearance of the earlier roof to the east, but with variations in the carpentry 

details (including a complete absence of ties) and a completely different sequence of 

carpenter’s marks. The new roof appears to have slightly impinged upon or disturbed the 

older roof to the east, part of which was perhaps removed or replaced as the western wall of 

the presumed former transept was demolished. It is not, of course, known whether or not 

High Bickington had an earlier nave aisle, but it is possible that this western wall was already 

pierced by an arch relating to an earlier aisle and opening into the former transept, as at North 

Petherwin. The wall may thus have been allowed to remain for a longer period dividing the 

nave aisle from the chancel aisle. If this is the case, then the anomalous trusses at the centre 

of the aisle roof may represent a third stage of alteration to the aisle and the sixth phase of 

medieval roofing to survive over the church (including the roof of the porch).  

By the mid 16th century the church appears to have approximated to the ideal of a 

large west-country parish church; a large rectangular hall formed of parallel aisles, 

continuous from east to west with no obvious distinction between the eastern and western 

parts other than an impressive rood screen. This screen does not survive; however, some of 

the carved Renaissance panels built into the existing seats might well have been derived from 

such a screen, which may have resembled that still surviving at Marwood. The impressively 

tall tower at the west end and the richness of the carved woodwork of the interior, which 

survives in the magnificent groups of medieval and Renaissance bench ends, show that the 

church was an important and wealthy one. The Romanesque church was virtually concealed 

by the new building, its windows being replaced with larger traceried openings and its 

transeptal tower reduced to a stump, with a lower roof, which does not survive, in place of the 

presumed spire. Some Romanesque elements, such as the main doorway, stoup, font and the 
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small northern doorway were retained or reset within the new building, perhaps as in order to 

display and affirm its antiquity and importance.  

Although the date of the new aisle is here assumed to be pre-Reformation, it is of 

course possible that the aisle was rebuilt in this form in the later 16th century when, as a 

result of liturgical reforms, churches are known to have been enlarged to accommodate larger 

congregations and to improve their function as auditories for the preaching of sermons. The 

very large number of Renaissance bench ends to survive in the church, which appear to form 

distinct groups, might well be related to this process of redevelopment and a study of these 

benches, perhaps with some dendrochronological sampling might be highly rewarding for our 

understanding of the development of the church and its furnishings.  

 

5. CONCLUSION 

 

The recording works at High Bickington have established that the structural development of 

the church is more complex than initially appeared, with many more phases of roofing, all 

conforming to the wagon-roof type but with considerable variation in detail and quite 

possibly a date range extending from the 14th to the 16th centuries. There is a strong 

possibility that elements of a 14th-century roof may survive in the chancel, and it is also 

suggested that the evidence of the roof structures of the aisle reflects the existence of an 

hitherto unknown northern transept, part of the original Romanesque plan but now almost 

wholly replaced and obscured by later fabric. The project did not produce much conclusive 

evidence for the dates of the different roof coverings, but the roof did produce evidence of 

both wooden shingling and scantle slate coverings, as well as some more equivocal evidence 

for thatching, a roof covering not known from any physical remains but attested here by 

documentary evidence. 

It is clear that only a partial understanding of the structural history of a building can 

be gleaned from observing the obvious visible structural breaks and by stylistic analysis of 

the fabric, and that detailed archaeological investigation of fabric during repair works can 

enhance (or perhaps complicate) our understanding of the development of an historic 

building.  
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