Whitehall, Cheam: an E arly Jettied House
Reconsidered
by A P QUINEY
In 1966 Mr Kenneth Gravett published an analytical account of Whitehall, Malden Road,
Cheam (TQ 242 638) (Gravett 1966). He was hindered in his investigation of the house by
some parts being difficult to reach and others hidden by plaster, by later applied surfaces or by
additions to the structure. From October 1975 to February 1976 a restoration programme was
undertaken by John West and Partners, architects, for the owners, the London Borough of
Sutton, within whose area the house lies. This provided an opportunity to investigate those
parts of the building previously hidden, consequently allowing Mr Gravett’s findings and conclusions to be amplified, modified or confirmed.
With the original features of the house now largely clear, it has been possible to consider it in
the context of its time. In this the author has been helped by Mr Gravett, who has offered
many suggestions, and this contribution is gratefully acknowledged. The author also wishes to
thank the architects for making their survey of the house available; this is the basis of the
drawings illustrated here. They have been redrawn by the author in a simplified form and to
include modifications. The original drawings and other records of Whitehall are held by the
Historic Buildings Division of the Greater London Council, which assisted the London
Borough of Sutton with the restoration.
Whitehall was originally built about 1500 as a fully two-storeyed, timber-framed house, the
upper storey being continuously jettied above the ground storey on both front and rear
elevations. The restoration allowed much original framing that was previously hidden to be
uncovered and it was possible to determine the positions and nature of removed parts by
uncovering empty mortices and grooves. Most new evidence came to light around the joists
between the principal floors and along the rear wall of the original house, which became
fossilized when additional rooms were erected against it. This evidence has made it possible to
describe the original planning with confidence and, additionally,to discover the form of the
original fenestration. The roof space has always been comparatively visible and so less was
discovered there, but what was speculative in Gravett’s account can now be stated clearly.
Whitehall lies approximately on a north-south axis on the west side of Malden Road. It is
about 14.6m (48 ft) long; the ground floor is 4.9m (16 ft) wide, the jettied first floor being 5.8
m (19 ft) wide (fig 1). The ground storey is divided into three bays by the principal posts of the
box framing. The central bay is the largest, being some 6m (20 ft) from north to south. At the
south end of its front elevation is the original doorway still in situ; it opens now into a passage
and by way of a doorway on the north side into a room occupying much of the rest of the bay.
This room was the original hall and it was divided by a screen or light partition from the
passage. Evidence of this screen was hidden from Gravett, but the removal of plaster from the
ceiling uncovered some of the mortices cut into the underside of one of the joists supporting the
floor above. The mortices housed the vertical members of the screen; although its actual form is
lost, it was found to provide the division that typically ran across the ‘low’ end of medieval and
sub-medieval halls, separating them from external entrances and the ways into the service
rooms. The screen would have been pierced by an opening to provide access to the hall, but its
position is unknown.
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Whitehall, Malden Road, Cheam. Plans, original state, (a) ground storey, (b) first storey. Sun'i\"ing timbers and
mortices for \'ertical timbers are shown solid; assumed tim hers and line of jetty shown .in broken outline;
chimney-stack shown bold.

The hall at Whitehall is not only lower but also smaller than its medieval predecessors. A
brick chimney-stack is built within the northern end bay, but its only hearth opens into the
north side of the hall. The base of the chimney-stack is 2.75 m (9 ft) wide and the fireplace was
large enough to provide all the facilities needed for cooking.
The northern end bay is the smallest of the three, being only 3.4m (II ft) from north to
south, and much of it is taken up by the brick stack, whose base extends nearly 1.25m (4 ft)
into it. It is presently entered from the west side of the stack, and this is probably the original
entry . In the base of the stack are two small niches believed by Gravett to be the openings into

a blocked oven. This seems to be unlikely because they are small and there is no real sign of
blocking. It is more likely that they have always been niches. Their purpose is unclear. They
may have been provided to store salt or spices, which need a warm dry place, or perhaps to
house lamps, though no signs of sooting were found in them. Gravett records that this room
was latterly called the kitchen. Originally it may have been a room for storing and preparing
food rather than for cooking, which was done in the hall, and would have been a general service
room, perhaps called a buttery, dairy or pantry. Alternatively,the room could have been used
as a parlour, a retiring room providing privacy from the hall during the day and a place for the
owner to use as a bedroom at night. Parlours are commonly found in this position in the
south-east, but this does not seem likely here.
The remaining bay at the south end of the house is about 5m (16 ft) from north to south. The
present chimney-stackthere is a later insertion; this can be seen during its upward course in the
interruption of the framing, especially in the roof where collars have been removed and rafters
cut back to accommodate it. The ground-floor room contained the original staircase leading to
the upper storey. It no longer survives, but there is evidence for its existence, which was
hidden from Gravett, in the layout of the joists supporting the floor above. The hall bay has a
bridging joist that houses the inner ends of the common joists, which project to carry the
jetties, front to back. In the southern bay the joists span the house, front to back, but they are
interrupted near the north end. Here, a pair of trimming pieces bridge the remainder of the bay
and carry the inner ends of short common joists. Between them is a gap, now filled with
inserted joists, and since this is the only gap in the joists throughout the entire length of the
building, it must mark the position of the original stairway. The upper faces of the trimming
pieces and joists adjacent to the stairway are grooved, suggesting that it was screened from the
upper room into which it rose, but further evidence relating to the staircase has been effaced.
While this room could have been a service room and is in the traditional position for such a
room, it is far from the cooking hearth and is likelyto have been the parlour. Furthermore, it
lies beneath the gable end of the house and this architectural distinction often identifies the
parlour end in the south-east.
The restoration made it possible to confirm that the upper storey is much as Gravett
described it. He found difficulty in determining the upstairs arrangements, but concluded that
the upper storey was laid out as a single room over the southern and central bays and had a
separate room screened off at the north end beyond the chimney-stack. Confirming evidence
was found in the floor boards, which run continuously from the southern end beneath the
present partitions in the middle of the storey. At the north end there is a change in level in the
original floor and there are mortices in the underside of the tie-beam dividing the northern end
bay from the central bay. This is not conclusive evidence but it does support Gravett’s
findings.
The roof, originally open above the upper storey, is of classic late medieval type (fig
2). Tie-beams carry crown-posts supported by curved braces; the posts carry a plate running
the length of the house and this was originally given additional support by curved braces rising
from the posts. The plate carries collars, one attached to each pair of rafters, from one end of
the roof to the other. The south end of the roof has been partly rebuilt, and was modified to
allow the added stack to penetrate it, but enough survives to suggest that this end originally
terminated in a gable, not a half hip as Gravett thought. Although the terminal crown-post and
the last 0.6m (2 ft) of the crown-plate have been removed, the brace that once rose to the plate
from the post is still in place, giving strong evidence of the original form. The north end of the
roof, though modified by the additions at the rear, is substantially as first built. It ends in a hip
with a small gablet below the ridge. The crown-plate supports one of the rafters of the hipped
end. Because the brace from the northern crown-post has been removed to provide space for
widening the chimney-stack, the plate is no longer properly supported and has consequently
sagged.
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Whitehall, Malden Road, Cheam. Longitudinal section, original state, looking west. Surviving timbers are
shown solid; assumed timbers shown in broken outline or hatched; ground and position of chimney-stack
shown bold.
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Second in interest only to the discovery of the internal arrangements was the uncovering of
elevational features, especially windows. The front elevation yielded least as the later additions
are of enough interest to warrant their retention; little removal of later work was therefore
attempted. However, some of the bracing and close studding of the upper front wall were
discovered, in part through removing interior wall facings and in part through investigating
now empty mortices. The position and form of one window now superseded by a modern one
was found by uncovering mortices for its frame and glazing bars. This window, in the southern
end of the upper storey, extended from beneath the wall-plate to a transom half way to the
floor, and the opening was split by a pair of bars of diamond section. A similar window, but
divided by three bars, was already known in the north room of the ground floor. All the
remaining windows are replacements and it was not possible to find evidence for the original
ones. The doorway is original and was fully described by Gravett.
While little was found at the front, the rear elevation yielded a wealth of information (fig 2).
On the ground floor it was possible to trace the positions of all the original windows, all the
braces, which in every case appear to have been straight, not curved, and much of the original
studding. The first implication of this evidence was that the existence of a rear doorway can
almost certainly be ruled out. The house was thus left with a single entrance to the front,
although it is possible that there was a doorway in the south, gable end to serve the parlour.
With no rear doorway there was probably no detached kitchen as sometimes appears. Two
windows of three lights, similar to the one on the front elevation, were found, one lightingeach
end room. Part of a third window, which lit the hall, was found; it was of five lights as shown
by mortices for four mullions, and the mortice taking one end of its sill was found cut into the
stud on its north. The larger size reflects the greater importance of the hall. The straight braces
were not designed to be seen from the outside and the close studding would have appeared
unbroken except by the windows.
Four windows were found in the upper storey, a three-light window in each end bay, and
above the hall was a pair of three-light windows separated only by a stud, making a six-light
window in all; and there was a single two-light window south of it. Evidence for curved braces
supporting all but the northern main-post was also found. These would have been visible from
outside.
All the uncovered windows consisted of openings with mullions and none was glazed.
Neither grooves nor hinges for shutters were found, so how the openings were closed, if indeed
they were, remains unknown. Such a primitive state of affairs was not satisfactory for long, and
the windows were either blocked, mostly on the rear elevation, or replaced, mostly on the
front. One window at the rear was replaced by a glazed one very early. This window, smaller
than the original* had a chamfered frame and a thick central mullion; the two lights had slim
central glazing bars to which the lead cames were tied. The glass and cames have gone, but the
lead ties are still attached to the bars.
For the rest it was possible to confirm Gravett’s conclusions about the subsequent history of
the house, which includes the addition of a porch with a room over it at the front, building a
new staircase in a separate tower at the rear with consequent modification of the interior, the
subdivision of the upper storey to provide a loft, and building a second chimney-stack to heat
the southern end room, which, with its staircase removed, now became a kitchen for cooking.
Some of the original framing and other features of these later parts were exposed and
recorded. Similarly, various features were found in the later additions at the back of the house.
These do not, of course, have any bearing on the interpretation of the original structure, but
are of some interest. Not least of the finds was a large piece of mid 18th-century wallpaper.
Whitehall is a remarkable house even though its jettied form is perhaps a little less rare in the
south-east than Gravett thought. The house was built on the Archbishop of Canterbury’s
manor of East Cheam and, while the circumstances of its building are unclear, it is likely that it
was built for someone with a special role here, perhaps the archbishop’s steward. It is more

than likely that the Canterbury carpenters were involved as they were at other manors outside
Kent, for instance at Headstone in Middlesex.
The arrangement of rooms still has the medieval imprint of a tripartite division into service,
hall and parlour, but breaks with this precedent in there being no rear door to the cross
passage, and in the parlour being entered from the cross passage beyond the ‘low’ end of the
hall. However, it is likely that the high table was also placed at the ‘low’ end of the hall,
backing the screen and away from the cooking hearth, thus reversing the medieval hierarchy.
This reversal is not uncommon in the south-east. The separate entry to the parlour away frbm
the hall presages changes in planning soon to take place, but shows no preoccupation yet with
privacy; even though the master of the house probably slept there, his household and servants
would need to use the staircase rising within it to gain access to the upper storey. This would
have been given over to storage and their sleeping accommodation.
The chimney-stack may well be due to the influence of Archbishop Morton (1486-1500). In
the closing years of the Wars of the Roses he took refuge in Flanders and may have been
impressed there by the use of brick; at all events bricks were extensively introduced to the
Canterbury estates during his archiepiscopate.
E W Parkin has described Cobb’s Hall at Aldington in Kent, which could also have been
built for one of the Archbishop of Canterbury’s stewards (Parkin 1971). This small but
luxuriously decorated house is traditionally said to have been built by Thomas Cobb in the
1520s, and while it is jettied along the whole length of its front, it also shows notable
differences and some improvements on Whitehall in planning and constructional detail. Its
timbers are highly carved where Whitehall’s are plain, but its floorboards are laid in an archaic
fashion, being set parallel with the joists and resting in rebates cut into their edges, again unlike
Whitehall, where the boards are laid in the normal fashion, perpendicular to the joists. So far as
the plan goes, Cobb’s Hall has a single chimney-stack rather than Whitehall’s originally inconvenient one and eventual two, but with the great benefit of back-to-back hearths in the rooms to
each side on both of the two storeys. These were parlour and kitchen downstairs, and with
both heated the meagreness of Whitehall’s original arrangements was avoided. The
constructional improvements included flanking the stack in a narrow bay with two timber
trusses for mutual support and providing the roof with side purlins, supported by collars at bay
intervals; this allowed the chimney-stack an easier path through to the outside. Roofs with side
purlins were not new and had already appeared in the south-east, even as far east as
Canterbury, before the time of Whitehall. The plan of Cobb’s Hall is typified by its lobby
entry and, breakingwith the medieval tradition of the cross passage, was to have a long life and
wide application, even reaching New England a century later. It makes Whitehall look old
fashioned, and seems to confirm Gravett’s conclusions that Whitehall was built about 1500. In
those years any rural house with a chimney-stack and its hall floored over by a continuous
upper storey was considered very advanced, however tentative its planning; the open hall was
hardly obsolescent, let alone obsolete. It is not surprising that the general medieval
arrangements of service, hall and parlour continued at Whitehall, even though they are less
recognizable at Cobb’s Hall. It would be a happy thought that the archbishop’s carpenters
learned from their experience at Whitehall, but the relationship between the two houses, if any
at all, is tentative and far from clear. Furthermore, they are two isolated survivors of what once
must have been an extensive series of buildings.
BIBLIOGRAPHY
Gravett, K W E, 1966 Whitehall, Cheam, SyAC, 63, 138-50
Parkin, E W, 1971 Cobb’s Hall, Aldington, and the Holy Maid of Kent, Archaeol Cantiana, 86 , 15-24

