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Fig. 1. View of the house from the west. The reused cruck blade can be seen in the gable truss.
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Fig. 2. Plan, showing truss and bay numbering.

ARCHITECTURAL DESCRIPTION
SUMMARY AND HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT

Skep Cottage is a two-bay cruck house set parallel to the street, with good evidence that it has not been
reduced in size. Bay II was the hall (with soot-blackened trusses), while bay I was presumably a
chamber. Trusses T2 and T3 have saddle apexes (Type C); the saddle on Truss T3 is a remarkably
massive block of elm, with the underside scalloped. Truss T2 is intact, as built, but the blades of truss T3
are composite, with the lower parts in oak, the upper in elm. Truss T1, the north-west end, was evidently
reconstructed, perhaps in the seventeenth century, with a cruck blade reused as its tiebeam. The original
structure has given a felling date range of 1444-57. Since this relates specifically to both blades of T2
and one purlin between T2 and T3, it gives the date at which the house reached its present form, and the
components of T3 must be reused from an earlier house (unless they were an ad-hoc solution to a
carpentry problem). In the nineteenth century, the original timber-framed walls were mostly replaced in
brick.

STRUCTURAL FEATURES

PHASE 1. The cottage appears to have been of two bays originally, each 12ft long and 16ft broad
internally. Of the three trusses, truss T2 is least altered, with only the collar being cut through to form a
doorway. The tiebeam extends beyond the cruck to carry the wall-plates. This has always been a closed
truss, and most of the infill has been replaced with brick. At the apex, this truss has a saddle with stave
holes on the underside for an original wattle and daub infill. The ogee-curved blades are 6 to 8in thick, of



Skep Cottage, 3 Birmingham Road

3

boxed heart. Smoke blackening is evident on the underside of the saddle and on the cruck blades, and
some seems to have crept through a gap in the infill to stain the southwest surface of the cruck blade
from bay II. The purlins measure 6 by 8in and run from truss T3 to one or two feet beyond truss T2; they
are carried on the extended ends of the collar, although packing pieces stretch between the collar and the
tiebeam. No windbraces can be seen. The wall-plates are 6½in high by 7in wide.

Fig. 3(a). Section of truss T2.

The bases of the blades of truss T3 are of oak, apparently of halved timbers. They are cut off at first
floor level where another set of cruck blades, this time in elm, are crudely joined on. These terminate in
an exceptionally substantial elm saddle, a full 17in high and 5½in thick, with an almost semi-circular
curve on its underside which follows the line of the cruck blades. This curve carries a one inch deep
chamfer on both the front and back, which runs out where it meets the cruck blades. The whole truss on
the visible (north-east) side is smoke blackened, as is the ridge. The original wattle and daub infill still
exists, having settled about 1½ in, with the corner patched, which has again settled about ¾in. The north
blade and the saddle carry carpenter’s marks ‘I’. The ridge piece is elm, 6 by 7in, and is fastened to the
saddle with a peg running through the whole depth of the timber. The whole of the ridge in bay II is
smoke blackened. It projects slightly beyond the truss, and a section of ridge from the adjoining house is
joined to the end; this timber is of oak, apparently reused, and is not soot blackened.

The presence of the carpenter’s mark ‘I’ on truss T3, coupled with the evidence that the ridge
terminated at this truss is strong evidence that this was the end of the house. Despite the replacement of
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truss T1, removing any direct evidence about a possible third bay at the north-west end, the fact that bay
II was the hall, at the other end of the house, makes it very likely that this was only a two-bay building.

Fig. 3(b). Section of truss T3.

PHASE 2: In the seventeenth century, the end cruck truss was replaced and the house extended by 3ft to
the northwest, apparently to provide a fireplace. This truss has a tiebeam with inset principal rafters
which cross at the apex. The tie-beam is a reused cruck blade, which may have come from the original
cruck frame; unfortunately the tree-ring sample from this timber was not long enough to provide a match
with the main sequence. The gable framing has two intermediate studs and mid rails below the tiebeam,
and a collar with a central stud and V-struts between it and the tiebeam; this has all been recently
renewed but probably has the original form.

DENDROCHRONOLOGY
For dendrochronology abbreviations see page facing Introduction.

Sampling Comments: 8 samples were obtained through coring by Robert Howard on 20 April 1988.
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TREE-RING SAMPLE RECORD AND SUMMARY OF DATING

Sample Total Sapwood FMR LHR LMR Date
Code Sample Location Rings Rings Date Date Date Cat
STO-B01 Cruck blade truss T2 N side 33 02 1404 1434 1436 5
STO-B02 Cruck blade truss T2 S side 33 03 1399 1429 1431 5
STO-B03 Tiebeam truss T2 22 02 — — — —
STO-B04 Cruck blade truss T3 front (S) 59 HS — — — —
STO-B05 Cruck blade truss T3 rear 49 03 — — — —
STO-B06 Purlin bay II rear 40 04 — — — —
STO-B07 Purlin bay II front 43 02 1394 1434 1436 5
STO-B08 Cruck reused as tiebeam, truss T1 10 NM — — — — —

Average date of last heartwood ring 1434
Site sequence (samples 1, 2, 7) dated with t-values of 6.0 (NORTHANTS), 4.3 (E.MID), 4.2
(SENGLAND), 5.0 (BOUGHTON), 4.3 (TRA-1371). Although the sequence matches are satisfactory,
the extreme shortness of these samples means that the date is placed in category 5 rather than category 1.

95% felling date range: 1443-1475 (previously 1447–1472). OxCal estimated felling date range: 1444-
57.

DOCUMENTARY HISTORY
In the sixteenth century, this cottage was associated only with its 30 perch (0.2 ac) house plot (Fig. 4). It
can be traced back to 1488 (Table 1), paying a constant rent of 3s; in the preceding rentals, several
tenants paid this rent and Thomas Sampson’s predecessor cannot be unequivocally identified.

Fig. 4. Section of the 1597 map of Stoneleigh (SCLA, DR671/3, reproduced with permission).
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Table 1. Tenants of the holding.

Date Rent Name Notes

1488-97 3s Thomas Sampson Identified from sequence and rent paid

1533 3s John Gresyngham

1550 3s William Gresyngham

1559 3s uxor Gresyngham [wife of Gresyngham]

1575 3s Margery Gressingham Cottage and backside

1576-95 3s Thomas Messenger

1599 10s Thomas Harper


