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Fig. 2. The Chestnuts in 2006 from the south.

Fig. 3. Plan, showing truss and bay numbering.
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ARCHITECTURAL DESCRIPTION
SUMMARY AND HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT

PHASE 1: The Chestnuts is a substantial house facing north onto Church Lane in Water Orton but set
back from it (Figs. 1-2). The overall arrangement is of a hall flanked by crosswings (Fig. 3), but dating
shows that both wings are later than the central block, which has been tree-ring dated to 1398/99. This
two-bay hall range now retains only the arch-braced open central cruck truss (T5, Fig. 4) and the purlins;
the wall plates may survive in part but cannot be examined closely. The range is unsymmetrical, the
eastern bay being 18 feet long compared to 13 feet for the western bay, perhaps the result of the latter
having been truncated when the west wing was added. The truss has a saddle apex (type ‘F1’) and is
most noteworthy for the jointing of the arch braces. Instead of being tenoned into the crucks and collar as
is normal, they are let into the face with ‘joggled’ halvings. No trace remains of either of the original end
trusses of the hall. It is probable that the original building had in-line bays at each end, since if there had
been predecessors of the present wings, it is hard to see why the hall end trusses were removed.

Fig. 4. Section of truss T5, from the east.



The Chestnuts, Church Lane, Water Orton

4

PHASE 2: The western crosswing was originally thought to be of the 1350s, from apparently archaic
features, such as the samson post supporting the first floor axial beam. However, close structural study
showed that it could not pre-date the hall, though it was not possible to establish if they were
contemporary or if the wing was later. Tree-ring dating samples failed to provide a satisfactory match,
but a sample from the principal post of T2 has given a radiocarbon felling-date range of cal AD 1415-53,
demonstrating that it post-dates the hall by some 20-40 years. Double doorways facing the hall show that
it was divided at ground floor level, presumably for paired service rooms. Since the fair face of the hall
truss is to the east, this must be a low-end service and solar wing. Presumably it replaced a service bay,
and the inferred chamber at the other end may then have been relegated to service use. The roof of the
wing is of standard clasped-purlin construction. This range is of particular interest for its solid wooden
first floor composed of joists butted together. These joists are clamped between two rails on the outside
wall and are supported by a massive axial beam carried on a samson post. The radiocarbon date matches
closely with the date of the only other example of a touching-joist floor known to us, at The Old Rectory,
Clifford Chambers, Warwickshire, of 1433/4 (X-CLI).

PHASES 3-4: The two-bay eastern crosswing has been tree-ring dated to Winter 1579/80. It is narrower
than the west wing but has a similar roof structure, with clasped purlins and queen struts below the collar.

Flooring the hall. Probably in the late 16th century, the hall was floored over and a chimney stack
serving two fireplaces, and with a bread oven was built just west of the central truss. This dating is based
on the chamfers on the mantel beam and axial beam and the size of the bricks in the stack. This may well
have taken place at the same time as the eastern crosswing was constructed. Probably at the same date,
large timber-framed cross gables were added to both the front and back of the eastern bay of the hall,
probably to improve the lighting of the inserted upper room.

LATER PHASES. Late eighteenth or nineteenth century renovation is seen in the brick infilling of the
frame, and also in the decorative ironwork window of the west crosswing. The east wing chimney is
probably also of this date. A large window appears to have been inserted in the east wing rear gable, that
has since been removed.

STRUCTURAL FEATURES

PHASE I: Hall range: The front blade of the central cruck truss has been deeply cut away for a later
doorway. It was not possible to gain access to the roof space to the east of the chimney stack to survey
the cruck above purlin level. However, a saddle and king strut (apex type ‘F1’) were visible through a
small hole behind the front cruck blade (Fig. 5) (sketched on the section of T1). A heavy staple is set into
the ridge beam, just east of the cruck apex. Soot blackening is evident on the crucks and purlins. The
undersides of the braces and cruck blades carry ¾ in chamfers. The arch braces are face-lapped with
joggled halvings into the collar and cruck blades (Figs. 4, 6). This method of jointing is most unusual, the
only near parallels being at 1-2 Ufton Fields, Ufton (X-UFT) and 14-16 Hinckley Road, Walsgrave-on-
Sowe (WOS-A) (1407d and probably early 15th century). The former is closely similar to The Chestnuts,
but in the latter, the arch braces are very simply halved into the face of the crucks and collar, a much less
refined arrangement than at The Chestnuts. The fair face of the cruck truss faces east, and a ‘square’
mark is evident just above the windbrace mortice on the northern blade. Apart from a II on the same
cruck blade at the foot of the arch brace, no assembly marks are evident on the visible timbers.

Both purlins survive and the separate sections for each bay are lodged one above the other on the
central truss. The only windbrace pegs are for those adjoining the open truss. The purlins measure up to
8½ by 10in and are boxed heart. The windbraces measure 3 by 10-12in and are jointed to the purlins with
barefaced dovetails. The rafters are concealed by plaster. The ends of the purlins are supported by the
crosswing wall plates at both ends. At the west end, the ridge beam continues past the wall line and is
simply cut off against a rafter, consistent with bay III having been shortened when the wing was built.
The rear wall of the hall here joins up awkwardly with the wing, at a slight angle to the other hall bay,
and the purlins of the hall are notched onto the crosswing wall plate.

At the east end, the hall purlins are carried on the wall plate, as at the other end of the hall, but the
ridge beam terminates on the wall-line, suggesting that the original end truss might have been a ‘portal
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frame’ (as at The Old Crown House, Skirmett, Buckinghamshire (SKI-A)), with two aisle-posts carrying
a tiebeam supporting the purlins, and with a central king-post.

Fig. 5. The apex of truss T5. Fig. 6. The joggled halving of truss T5. The
remainder of the brace has been cut away for
access past the chimney.

No framing is visible in the walls of the hall below wall plate level, with the exception of the cruck
blades. However, the rear elevation has sandstone footings running apparently continuously along the
whole of the hall range. The front wall has been built out as a lean-to, between the present front door and
the west wing.

Fig. 7. Truss T2 in the west crosswing.
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PHASE TWO: Western crosswing: All three trusses have clasped purlins and cambered collars with
queen struts (Fig. 7); the front tiebeam is almost straight. In contrast to the other wing, the east end of the
central wing tiebeam is cut to the line of the roof slope rather than squared off. The principal rafters of
truss T2 are bridled together, with expanded heads. At the front, the heavy corner posts (9 by 14-16in)
have very slight jowls and up-braces to both the tiebeam and the first floor girt (Fig. 1). The centre posts
along the sides measure 12-14in square and are arch-braced to the wall plate. The north-west corner post
is carried on a sandstone block (rather than a continuous plinth), apparently lapping over a removed sill
beam on the west elevation.

Fig. 8. The continuous joist floor of the west crosswing.

Fig. 9. Joist ends and mid-rails of the west crosswing
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Probably the most notable feature of the wing is the first floor construction which consists of flat
joists 4in thick by 7-11in wide, laid butted against one to serve as floor boards, and presumably
originally infilled to produce a level floor (Fig. 8). They are supported by an axial beam in the centre and
a mid-rail on the outside walls where the joist ends are clamped by a second rail immediately above (Fig.
9). The axial beam is a massive timber 13 in wide, decorated by a simple 1-2in flat chamfer with stepped
run-out stops. This beam is supported front and back by substantial posts rising to the first floor mid-rail
and in the centre by a samson post which is similarly chamfered and stopped (Fig. 10).

Fig. 10. The samson post
and ceiling beam of the

west crosswing.

The eastern wall of the wing, fronting onto the hall, retains segmental heads in the mid-rail for two
doors, one on either side of the centre post. Smoke blackening is visible along the hall side and underside
of these rails (and also in the wing roof, indicating that this was not sealed off from the hall). The panel
to the north of the northern door into the hall has a central rectangular mortice in the underside of the rail,
quite unlike the four stave holes in the last panel to the north. There was presumably a partition running
from between the two doors into the hall, westwards to the samson post; only the head beam of this
remains. The stairs at present rise from the south-east corner of the wing but it is not known if this is the
original position, as the joists are not exposed on the east side of the axial beam.

PHASE 3: East crosswing: This wing is of two storeys with the gable again fronting the road. The
tiebeam at the back has been severed and plated on top, probably for the insertion of a very large window
(since removed) (Fig. 2). Little framing remains at the back or on the east side. The trusses have collars
with raking queen struts on trusses T7 and T8, but one strut to the collar and a raking strut either side on
T9; the wind braces are short and straight. The west end of the central tiebeam is cut vertically,
confirming that this end has always been internal. The first floor is carried on two 8in wide transverse
beams; these are supported on 6 by 10in posts at each end, the beams and the posts carrying them being
chamfered with scroll stops. The wall posts of the central truss are 8-9in wide,. A later chimney stack
stands to the east just beyond the centre post. The west wall side rail retains a door head cut into a
shallow ogee, leading into the hall.

LATER PHASES: The two inserted cross gables of the hall chamber each contain an upper and lower
collar with raking struts above. The rear principals are of very crooked timber, probably the same tree cut
in half. The inserted hall chimney stack is to the west of the open truss and is in line with the kink in the
rear wall. The stack is built of early bricks (9¾ by 4¾ by 2¼in), and on the west side rests on two oak
posts some 9-10in square. The stack is most unusual, as the top finishes with a very elaborate shaft which
includes a saw-tooth band below a number of pilasters. Strangely, these start below the roof line. The
fireplace lintel on the east side of the stack is decorated with a 2in chamfer with ovolo and hollow
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mouldings with angled stops. The axial beam is chamfered but with no visible stops (apparently cut off at
the eastern end).

DENDROCHRONOLOGY AND RADIOCARBON DATING
For dendrochronology abbreviations see page facing Introduction.

Sampling Comments: Seventeen samples were taken through coring by Robert Howard on 8 March 1990
and later. Of the nine samples taken from Phase 2, the cruck open hall, only three dated: the two purlins
to the east of the open truss and the front cruck blade. Both the front purlin and the cruck blade retained
complete sapwood giving a firm felling date of 1398/9. Samples 10 to 17 from the western cross wing
were all short, and none could be cross-matched with each other, or matched consistently with master
sequences.
Further cores were taken by D. Miles on 7 Oct 2006, of the east post of truss T2 (sample A12b), the east
wing and the inserted hall floor. Of these, two samples from the east wing dated to 1579/80 (probably
winter) and to a range including this date; those from the west wing could not be matched. In 2010, two
five-ring samples taken from sample A12b were submitted for radiocarbon dating.

TREE-RING SAMPLE RECORD AND SUMMARY OF DATING

Sample Total Sapwood FMR LHR LMR Date
Code Sample Location Rings Rings Date Date Date Cat
Hall
WOR-A01 Front purlin, W side of T5 30 12 — — — —
WOR-A02 Rear purlin, W side of T5 53 12 — — — —
WOR-A03 Front purlin, E side of T5 43 11C 1356 1387 1398 2
WOR-A04 Front cruck blade, T5 60 19C 1339 1379 1398 2
WOR-A05 Front arch brace,T5 41 — — — — —
WOR-A06 Rear purlin E side of T5 71 14c 1324 1380 1394 2
WOR-A07 Collar, T5 56 — — — — —
WOR-A08 Rear windbrace, E side of T5 34 11 — — — —
WOR-A09 Rear cruck blade, T5 NM — — — — —
West wing
WOR-A10 Truss T1 E side post 37 HS — — — —
WOR-A11 Truss T1 W side post 38 HS — — — —
WOR-A12 Truss T2 E side post 58 21C — — — —
WOR-A12b Truss T2 E side post, additional 94 22C [radiocarbon samples]
WOR-A13 Truss T2 W side post 38 HS — — — —
WOR-A14 Wall plate truss T2 - 3 E side 54 17C — — — —
WOR-A15 Wall plate truss T2 - 3 W side 58 07 — — — —
WOR-A16 Tiebeam truss T1 37 — — — — —
WOR-A17 Tiebeam truss T2 22 NM — — — — —
WOR-A18 West wing, joist -NM — — — — —
WOR-A19 W front wall plate 57 - 09 — — — —
East wing
WOR-A20 E crosswing, E rear windbrace 133 24C? 1447 1555 1579
WOR-A21 E crosswing, centre tiebeam, T7 130 H/S 1416 1545 1545
Hall floor
WOR-A22a Hall inserted axial beam 50 — — — — —
WOR-A22b ditto 114 06 — — — —
WOR-A22c1 ditto 20 — — — — —
WOR-A22c2 ditto 31 21½C — — — —

Site sequence I (composed of samples 3, 4, 6), 75 rings long dated 1324–1398 with t-values of
5.3(E.MID), 5.8(OXHASQ04, site sequence of Post Office, Oxhill, VA20.89).
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Site Sequence II (WORA20-21) (composed of samples 20, 21), 99 rings long dated 1416-1579 with t-
values of 7.7(FORESTR1), 6.6 (SMMRSFRM), 6.4(PENIARTH).

Estimated felling dates: sequence I (samples 3, 4 with last dated rings have complete sapwood) 1398/9.
Sequence II (sample 20 with probable complete sapwood) Winter 1579/80 (sample 21 with heartwood-
sapwood boundary, felling date range 1556-86).

Radiocarbon dating

Radiocarbon samples comprising the first and last five rings from core WOR-A12b were submitted to
RLAHA, Oxford for radiocarbon dating by accelerator mass spectrometry. This gave calibrated dates
(Fig. 11a, next page): OXA-22712 (first five rings) Cal AD 1287-1326 (39%) or 1343-1395 (56%);
OXA-23077 (final five rings to bark edge) 1414-1447. The combined felling date range is 1414-53 (Fig.
11b, next page). Even within this limited range, tree-ring dating gave no tentative matches.

Fig. 11a. Radiocarbon dating of timbers from the wing: Calibration plots.

Fig. 11b. Radiocarbon dating of timbers from the wing: Joint calibration.

DOCUMENTARY HISTORY
VCH Warwickshire IV, 262 suggests this is the former manor house of Water Orton, but without citing
any evidence other than its position near the site of the original chapel. A full study of the documentary
history is included in Alcock (2008) and is summarised here. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
the house appears to have been one of several substantial freehold farms in Water Orton. From the
eighteenth to the twenty-first century, the house was owned by the Hargrave family and their descendants
(sometimes incorrectly called Hargreaves) (Fig. 12). It became known as The Chestnuts in about 1890,
before then not having an individual name. For convenience it is referred to under its modern name.

It is shown on the Aston Tithe Map (1848) as e29-30, owned and occupied by Jane, Julia, Elizabeth
and Frances Hargrave, whose property also included Hall Croft (e195-6), the adjoining field to the east
(Fig. 13). In the ‘1910 Domesday’ Field Book (surveyed in 1914), the owners of The Chestnuts are given
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Fig. 12. Hargrave family Tree.
Bold type indicates owners of The Chestnuts.

Thomas Hargrave (I) (of Minworth) = Sarah
d. 1779

Elizabeth = (1) Thomas Brown
b. 1744 = (2) Henry Earp (1776)

Abraham Hargrave (I) (of Water Orton) = Jane
1728-89 c. 1730-1802

Mary (b. 1738) = Samuel
Clarkson (1758)

Thomas (II) = Judith Hall
c. 1756-1838 1793 c. 1765-1824

John (I) = Mary Daffern
d. 1833 1793 1772-1850

Eliz = Abr
Freak

Thomas (III) = Mary
1794-1873 Heath

Jane
1795-1879

Elizabeth
1797-1849

Mary Ann
1799-1826

Judith
b. 1801

Robert Daffern (I) = Sarah Bloxwich
1812-1879 1834 b. 1811

Jane, b. 1794
May, b. 1796

also John (II) b. 1798Abraham (II)
1803-1848

Julia (Judith)
1806-1888

Frances
1809-1887 Margaret Minshull = Robert (II)

1848-1874 1868 b. 1838
Sarah 1836
John 1839

Sarah, b. 1803
Abraham (III) 1803-80

George S 1841 Thomas (IV) b. 1806
Robert Minshull Hargrave (III) = Annie

1872-1906 1893 Smith
Mary Jane 1842

Eliza 1844
Ann, b. 1808

Harriett, b. 1817
Ann 1847 + Elizabeth

Ida Mildred =(1) Thomas (Hargrave-)Silk = (2) Charles Edward Whitmore
1894-1960+ 1915 1932

Roderick Thomas Hargrave-Silk = Brenda M Wilkinson
1915-80 1940

Descendants

Sources: Parish registers (WCRO & IGI); FreeBMD (on-line); Curdworth Inscriptions (WCRO).

as Hargraves Trustees, and the occupier as W. S. Willday.1 This trust was established by the wills of
Frances and Julia Hargrave who died in 1887 and 1888, and a bundle of deeds relating to this trust
clarifies its later history.2 It was finally sold in 2005 by the descendants of the Hargrave family, Robert
Hargrave-Silk and Jennifer Pulham.

In the nineteenth century, The Chestnuts can be traced through a series of family wills. The first is
that of Thomas Hargrave (II) of Water Orton, proved in 1838 by his sons Thomas of Lea Marston and
Abraham (II) of Water Orton.3 He left his four daughters, Jane, Elizabeth, Julia and Frances, ‘my
messuage in Water Orton’, together with various fields; they were to have this for live while they
remained unmarried, and eventually it was to go to his son Abraham. The latter died in 1848 when he
was living in Water Orton, probably in The Chestnuts; he left all his property to his cousins Abraham and
John Hargrave, as trustees for his four sisters.4 Of them, Elizabeth died in 1849, and Jane in 1879,5 and
their shares in the estate passed automatically to Julia and Frances. The wills of the latter were identical,

1 TNA, IR58/60726 (hereditament 7736).
2 These were kindly produced for examination by Paul Kimberley of Young & Lee, Birmingham

(successors to Haynes Duffell, the Hargrave-Silk solicitors in 2002).
3 Lichfield Record Office, Thomas Hargrave, proved 6 Oct 1838; the will is dated 13 July 1833.
4 Abraham (III) and John (II) on the family tree.
5 Aston Registry Office, Sept 1849 (vol. 6d, 151) and Jun 1879 (vol. 6d, 515) (FreeBMD, on-line).



The Chestnuts, Church Lane, Water Orton

11

Fig. 13. Part of the Aston parish Tithe Map of 1848,
covering Water Orton, showing some of the
property then owned by the Hargrave family
(including The Chestnuts and its croft, e29-30 and
Hall Croft Meadow (e196, immediately above e29).
(East is to the top; map: TNA, IR30/36/10;
apportionment: IR29/ 36/10).

leaving their substantial estate (some ten houses and at least 50 acres of land) to each other, then in trust
for Robert Hargrave (III) (grandson of their cousin Robert Dafforn Hargrave) and then to his heirs.6

Before 1838, the Hargrave family can be traced to Abraham (d. 1789), of Water Orton, father of
Thomas (II), and to his father Thomas Hargrave (I) (d. 1779), of Minworth (adjoining Water Orton to the
north). Thomas (I) is listed in the earliest poor rate levy book for Aston Church (1768), paying for ‘The
Hall Crofts’; corresponding entries cannot be recognised in the earlier assessments (1696, 1700, 1736).7

This suggests that Thomas (I) acquired The Chestnuts in the mid-eighteenth century. His predecessors
cannot be identified from the rate lists.

A few references to the Hall Crofts (which may include The Chestnuts) are found among the sparse
early documents relating to Water Orton. The manor belonged to the Arden family of Park Hall, Castle
Bromwich from before 1452 until 1583, when Edward Arden was executed for high treason, and his
lands confiscated.8 Water Orton, Park Hall and other Arden properties were granted to Edward Darcy in
1586 but surrendered to the Crown in 1609 and re-granted to the Arden family.9 A summary of rents
formerly belonging to Edward Arden, paid from the manor of Curdworth, includes a rent from
‘Halecroftes’ in Water Orton.10 This rent is listed in a 1552 Arden rental, as 13s 4d payable at Martinmas
(11 Nov), but the name of the payer is not given.11 The Arden connection is confirmed by a document of

6 BAH, Birmingham Probate Office records. Both were dated 11 June 1883.
7 BAH, EP/41 [1] 1768-75; BAH, 21228, 21233, 21253.
8 VCH Warwickshire, IV, 262.
9 TNA, LR15/148/1-2.
10 TNA, E367/1851, particulars of rents reserved on a lease of chief rents formerly belonging

Edward Arden, leased to Edward Darcie in 1609; the amount of the rent is unstated.
11 BAH, Norton 382.
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1701, by which Richard Wilcox of Minworth assigned a lease of Halls Crofts to William Barnes.12 The
original lease had been granted in 1677 by Edward Darcy, who still owned the former Arden family
property in Curdworth. Barnes was the husband of Elizabeth Darcy, one of the co-heirs of Edward
Darcy, so this assignment probably cancelled the lease.13 The Barnes family seem to have sold off some
of their Curdworth property in 1756, so Hall Crofts may have passed to Thomas Hargrave then. The
Chestnuts may well have belonged to them as well, though this cannot be confirmed.

A rental of the Arden manor in Water Orton, taken in 1563, lists only four tenants, only one
apparently with a farmhouse, and makes no mention of a manor house or the demesne lands that would
go with it. It does, however, include nine freeholders paying ‘chief rents’.14 Thus, the manor mainly
consisted of these independent farms, and The Chestnuts can probably be identified as one of them.

12 Stoke-on-Trent Record Office, D4842/12/1/6. There had originally been no house on Halls
Crofts, but one had been built since 1677.

13 VCH Warwickshire, IV, 60f.
14 BAH, Norton 155. Staffordshire Record Office, D1287/G34 and G81 are lists of chief rents for

1656 and 1717.


