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1 Summary  
Strengthening works by Cornwall Council prompted recording of a tall masonry wall 

forming part of the National Trust property at Stowe Barton, Kilkhampton, North 

Cornwall. This property is associated with a former country house (and its 

predecessors) which once belonged to the Grenville family.  The garden wall forms the 

boundary of a levelled space recorded here since the 1690s. The roadway above the 

garden also adjoins a former carriage wash, now a listed structure. From the 19th 

century (and probably earlier) to the present day the garden area has contained 

ponds/water features, an orchard and also a sunken ornamental garden.  

In 2009 a measured survey supported by photographic coverage revealed that the 

retaining wall, although collapsed in two areas, has not deteriorated significantly since 

the previous CCC Highways survey (undated, but most likely carried out in the 1970s). 

A buttressed section nearer the northern end of the wall is immediately beneath a 

deliberate gap in the parapet. This seems to have been created to allow a view from 

the roadway towards the sunken ornamental garden. 

An archaeological watching brief carried out in 2013 during rebuilding of parts of the 

wall exposed an active stone-lined culvert which is likely to act as a drain from the 

nearby carriage wash. It appears likely that the steady flow of water through this 

culvert was also used to feed ponds and other features in the garden. 

An un-mortared rectangular patch of masonry with evidence of a lean-to roof above is 

likely to be an original feature of the garden, most likely a former summer house or 

similar building. The exit of the culvert, sited immediately north of the lean-to, may 

have fed into a trough or similar ornamental structure.  

Removal of a section of the historic wall revealed a succession of layers deposited 

behind the structure. The early roadway east of the garden was built upon a causeway 

of dumped and compacted material. This was surfaced with cobbles and the level of the 

cobbles relates to an original tall parapet. The earliest cobbled surface is also 

approximately level with the carriage wash. 

Sometime later the roadway was considerably raised with further dumped material 

added. Another cobbled surface was laid on top of the raised causeway and this forms 

the basis of the present road layout. A similar sequence can also be seen in the 

southern wall breach. 

The failure of the garden wall towards the northern end can be attributed to blocking of 

the culvert, which must have forced water to exit through other weaknesses in the 

structure. Failure of the wall at the southern end is less easy to attribute; it is likely to 

be due to weaker foundations, long term vegetation damage or possibly even removal 

of a decorative/architectural feature in this part of the gardens. 
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Fig 1 Location map 

 

Fig 2 Ordnance Survey digital mapping showing the site and its environs 
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2 Introduction 

2.1 Project background 

The property of Stowe (in Kilkhampton, North Cornwall), now owned by the National 

Trust, was a former seat of the Grenville family. Stowe Barton, the present farmhouse 

and associated outbuildings, occupies a site overlooking the Coombe valley adjacent to 

the minor road from Duckpool to Stibb. A length of tall masonry wall supports the west 

side of the public road, and immediately east is a former carriage wash associated with 

the old Grenville estate. The garden wall dates to at least the early 17th century but has 

undergone various repairs over the years. It also forms the eastern boundary of a 

garden shown on the 1839 Kilkhampton parish tithe map. The garden contains 

earthworks interpreted as fishponds and associated water management features as well 

as the remains of an ornamental sunken garden. A flight of stone steps at the northern 

end of the wall provides access to the garden. 

Surviving carriage washes (also known as carriage splashes or cart washes) are now 

relatively rare in Britain and the example at Stowe Barton is a listed building. They are 

defined by English Heritage as a ‘purpose built area, incorporating water supply, for the 

cleaning of carriages, carts, etc.’ (EH Thesaurus). 

Two areas of the garden wall have collapsed over the years and other sections require 

repair. In places the masonry parapet has been replaced with wooden fencing. Cornwall 

Council has responsibility for ensuring the stability of the road and Cormac 

Consultancy, acting for the Council, is undertaking a programme of strengthening 

works during the winter of 2013-14.  

A brief setting out requirements for archaeological recording was provided by the 

National Trust Archaeologist (in consultation with CC’s Historic Environment Planning 

Advice Officer). This was followed by an initial archaeological survey undertaken in 

2009. At this time the entire length of the garden wall was recorded in outline by 

measurement with a total station with masonry details added using rectified 

photography (Thomas 2010). 

2.2 Aims 

The principal aim of the study was to gain a better understanding of the retaining wall, 

particularly its surviving original fabric, and to gain a better understanding of the 

relationship of the wall to the road and related drainage arrangements for the adjacent 

carriage wash. The objectives were to obtain an archaeological record of the wall prior 

to the strengthening programme. 

2.3 Methods 

The archaeological watching brief (together with the detailed measured and 

photographic survey undertaken in 2009) are intended to be the equivalent of an 

English Heritage Level 3 survey (English Heritage 2006). 

Work comprised two site visits to undertake an archaeological watching brief during 

strengthening works. These visits were made in November 2013. After fieldwork, site 

materials were archived and results summarised in this report. Details of the working 

methods are set out in the Written Scheme of Investigation (see Appendix 1). 

 

3 Location and setting 
Stowe Barton, now owned by the National Trust, is located at NGR SS 2115 1125 

between 95-100m OD on a flattened spur overlooking the Coombe Valley. This valley, 

predominantly wooded within the sheltered inland part, runs from east to west towards 

the rugged coastal inlet at Duckpool (Fig 1). The minor road connecting the Coombe 

Valley with the village at Stibb runs to the west of Stowe Barton, and divides the 
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farmstead from the garden area to the west (Fig 2). The garden is a large rectangular 

levelled area about 2.5 metres below the height of the road. This part of the site drains 

to the northwest, where a stream curves north-westwards down a wooded side valley 

and connects with the main Coombe Valley.  

Geologically the site lies on carboniferous sandstone of the Bude Formation (part of the 

Culm Group) and it is this material that has been locally quarried and used in the 

garden retaining wall, the walls of the former carriage wash as well as in many of the 

farm buildings. Soils here are predominantly Neath 541h loams over sandstone, with 

poorer Manod series 611c soils on the nearby valley sides. Present day land use is a 

combination of pasture on the poorer soils and deciduous woodland on the steeply 

sloping ground. Arable fields are concentrated on the flatter higher ground to the south 

of Stowe Barton, where the soil is of better quality.  

The site comprises the former garden and orchard to the west of the road, where some 

apple trees still survive and remains of a sunken rectangular water-filled garden still 

exists, although is now partly overgrown. The Trust has cleaned out old ponds located 

west of the apple trees. East of the road the former carriage wash is partly overgrown 

and the base is slightly marshy, so presumably there is blocked drainage here.  

 

4 Designations 

4.1 National 

The carriage wash is a Grade II listed building (see description in Appendix 3). 

4.2 Regional/county 

The following county designations apply: 

Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty 

Part of a Heritage Coast 

Area of Great Scientific Value 

The north-western part of the garden is on the edge of a Cornwall Nature 

Conservation Site (with the wooded valley to the north-west) 

4.3 Local 

None known. 

 

5 Site history 
Stowe is likely to have been occupied by the Grenville family from the time of the 

Norman Conquest when Richard de Granville held manors in Bideford and Kilkhampton 

bestowed by William Rufus. The early history of the site is not clear but numerous 

documentary references strongly indicate a medieval settlement existed, and this was 

most likely located in the area of the current farm buildings. A licence for a chapel 

dedicated to St Christina de Stowe was granted in 1386 (1993) and this building is 

thought to have been located to the west of the road. A very large Tudor or Stuart 

house (which had 24 hearths in 1664) also existed though again its exact location is 

not known. Fishponds within the area to the west of the road were documented c1620 

(Wilson-North ibid). 

In 1679 the country house of Stowe was built for John Grenville, Earl of Bath. This fine 

house however only lasted for a generation or so and was demolished in the early 18th 

century. Gascoyne's map of the Grenville estate, made in 1694, "shows the oblong 

carriage-wash, which has survived and was in use until the coming of the tractor" 

(Trinick 1979, 100). This is one of the few surviving structural elements associated with 
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the 17th century house. The area of the former mansion and its surrounding formal 

gardens are now mostly represented by extensive earthworks on the east side of the 

road (Fig 7, Wilson-North 1993). 

The current farmhouse (Stowe Barton, see Fig 8) and probably the majority of the 

associated farm buildings were built around 1739 and later. 

 

6 Previous recording work at Stowe 
CC Highways holds an older undated elevation drawing of the garden retaining wall, 

which appears to be partly measured and partly sketched. This drawing is undated but 

is likely to have been surveyed in the 1970s or 80s. 

A historical study of Stowe, particularly of the Grenville family and their 1670s 

mansion, was researched and published by Michael Trinick in 1979. 

A detailed measured survey of the Stowe earthworks and incorporating the standing 

buildings and other historic features was carried out by the RCHME in 1991-2 (Wilson-

North 1993). 

A watching brief carried out by CAU in advance of modern farm building construction 

northeast of the historic farmstead revealed no traces of earlier structural remains in 

this area. It is therefore likely that the earliest settlement remains at Stowe lie within 

the footprint of the present farmstead or perhaps to the west (Reynolds 1999). 

In December 2003 CAU were asked to record three test pits dug at the base of the 

garden retaining wall. These were intended to establish the nature of sub-surface 

deposits and the depth of the bedrock, to inform future strengthening proposals (Cole 

2004). 

A measured plan and section of the road were produced by CC Highways in 2009 (Fig 

18). During the winter of 2009-10 Historic Environment Projects was commissioned to 

record a detailed elevation of the retaining wall supported by photographic coverage. 

This was undertaken using a total station to provide a detailed outline of the wall and to 

record a series of control points. The control points were then used as the basis of 

rectified photography. The wall was photographed using traditional monochrome film 

and digital colour images. A series of ortho-photographs was created using PhoToPlan 

software. Detail of the wall fabric was then traced from the ortho-photographs onto the 

outline survey. 

The survey revealed that the garden wall, although collapsed in two areas, had not 

deteriorated significantly since the 1970s/80s Highways survey. A buttressed section 

nearer the northern end of the wall is immediately beneath a deliberate gap in the 

parapet. This gap, most likely originally fitted with railings, seems to have been created 

to allow a view from the roadway towards the sunken ornamental garden. 

 

7 Results of archaeological watching brief 
At the time of the first site visit in November 2013 the southern collapsed area had 

been cleared of debris and wall construction and soil nailing (insertion of steel 

strengthening pins into the bank) commenced (Fig 17). Nevertheless some stratigraphy 

was visible including fragmentary traces of a cobbled surface. This surface equates with 

layer (3) in the northern section. 

At the northern area of collapsed wall, accumulated debris was removed by machine. 

This revealed a blocked exit to a stone-lined culvert built at the level of the foundation 

of the wall. The culvert still carries a steady flow of water and this is likely to have 

originally supplied ponds and other features within the orchard (Fig 13). Blocking of this 

culvert is likely to have substantially contributed to the failure and collapse of the wall 
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in this part of the garden. Although the culvert exit is at foundation level of the garden 

wall, it was noted to rise steeply inside (beyond the first half metre or so). 

Traces of a lean-to roof, although noted during the survey in 2009, became much 

clearer in 2013 due to removal of vegetation and tree branches (Figs 14 and 15). A 

rectangular area of un-mortared stone masonry below the former roofline is built 

vertically, whereas the surrounding masonry of the garden wall is built to a slight batter 

(in order to support the roadway behind). The former roofline was represented by a line 

of slates forming a flashing on top of the un-mortared masonry. It seems likely this 

represents traces of a former summerhouse or similar decorative feature. Its vertical 

un-mortared rear masonry may have originally been covered by panelling or other 

decorative elements, long since removed.  

There is no indication of any joist holes supporting its roof (except possible hints at the 

ends of the slate flashing), which suggests that the former roof was lightweight and 

most likely supported on a horizontal timber. There is also no evidence of other walls 

abutting the rear wall, suggesting this was a pillared, probably open-fronted structure, 

perhaps built of wood.  

The proximity of the culvert outlet may be significant, suggesting that a decorative 

water feature may have once existed here. 

Demolition of the un-mortared vertical masonry and an area of unstable parapet above 

were unfortunately necessary in advance of rebuilding the wall in 2013. Removal of this 

part of the wall did however enable a better examination of the stratigraphy built up 

behind the structure. 

Removal of the wall revealed topsoil and roots (1) and a lighter subsoil (2) above a 

level of cobbled surface (3). This cobbled surface, composed of river or beach pebbles, 

lies just beneath the level of the present road surface and is likely to represent the 

earlier surface of the road before modern tarmac layers were added. The rounded 

cobbles are also very similar in nature to a large cobbled surface between Stowe Barton 

farmhouse and the road. Beneath the cobbles was a layer of compacted clay and small 

stones 300mm thick (4). Under this was a layer of re-deposited clay (500mm in depth, 

(5)).  

Layer (5) sealed another cobbled surface (6) comprised of small more angular cobble 

stones which have a compacted and weathered upper surface. This earlier cobbled layer 

also corresponds with a distinct change in the form of the garden wall; below layer (6) 

the wall is built as a retaining wall c1450mm high, with a single facing and rubble fill 

behind. There are also two levels of drainage/weep holes along this stretch. Above the 

cobbles the wall changes to become a double-skinned structure. The level of the lower 

cobbled surface also roughly equates with the depth of the carriage wash (Fig 19). This 

may imply that the roadway was originally at similar height to the carriage wash or that 

the carriage wash effectively occupied the full width between the garden and the 

field/higher ground to the east. 

Some time later the level of the roadway was raised by dumping layers of clay and 

stones (heightening the causeway) and a new surface laid. The dividing wall between 

the road and the carriage wash may have also been built at this time. 

Below the lower cobbles the roadway can be seen to have been built up on tips of fill 

material (1300mm deep, (7)). This indicates that the road and the carriage wash is at 

least partially built on a causeway above the garden. 

The culvert runs beneath the causeway (7) and is built upon the natural clay (8). The 

culvert incorporates squared slabs in its base (to prevent scour) and is built as a 

lintelled channel 300mm (1ft by 1ft) wide and high. 

It was noted that there are no horizontal joints in the surviving lengths of original wall 

and that therefore there is no evidence that the parapet height has been raised to 

accommodate the change in road height. This indicates the tall parapet wall was built to 
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provide privacy to the space. The only exception to this is a deliberate break in the 

parapet above a buttress where there were originally railings. This provided a glimpse 

(probably from passing carriages) of the sunken garden area. 

 

8 Chronology/dating evidence 
No finds were made from any of the layers encountered and there is no absolute dating 

evidence. The sequence of layers and structures do however provide a useful relative 

dating sequence. 

The primary features in this area are the culvert (built at the level of the natural ground 

surface) and the construction of the garden wall. Layers 6 and 7 represent the 

construction and use of a causeway and carriage wash behind the garden wall. All these 

are probably related to construction of the country house at Stowe during the 17th and 

early 18th centuries. The narrowing of the original carriage wash and raising of the 

road/causeway was probably undertaken after the country house was demolished, 

perhaps in the later 18th or early 19th century. It appears to have been changed to this 

form before the tithe map was surveyed in 1839 as a dividing wall is shown at this time 

(Fig 4).     

 

9 Significance 
The garden wall can be seen as an integral part of the original design of the listed 17th 

century carriage wash and is also associated with the arrangement for the public road 

which passes through the site. It appears that water channelled from local springs into 

the carriage wash was drained by the culvert which emerges at the foot of the garden 

wall. Although now partially infilled with mud and reeds, the base of the carriage wash 

is always wet and the culvert may have therefore been constructed to provide an 

overflow. 

 

10 Discussion 
It is interesting to speculate on why two areas of the garden wall have collapsed, 

although there is no known evidence to suggest that damage to the wall is particularly 

recent. In the case of the northern collapse, the damage is almost certainly in large 

part due to blocking of the culvert. This will have caused water from the carriage wash 

to percolate through any other weaknesses in the wall.  

The same explanation cannot be applied for the southern collapsed area. So the 

question is what caused this part of the wall to fail? The possibilities are: 

• Impact damage. This seems unlikely as damage from a vehicle (or a fallen tree) 

is more likely to have affected a small area of the parapet, whereas it is clear 

that a large (and deeper) section of the wall has tumbled. 

• Damage from flash flooding. This is also unlikely as any extreme rainfall flowing 

down the road would have accumulated in the carriage wash. 

• Weak foundations in this part of the wall. This would explain why the entire 

facing has fallen. 

• Removal of some significant architectural element from the garden wall after 

Stowe country house was demolished. This is also a possibility, given that many 

architectural items from Stowe house (and also from the surroundings and 

gardens) were sold off when the house was demolished. Any high 

status/valuable items such as decorative architectural features or garden 

ornaments would not have been needed when the property became a farm. 
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There is a strong likelihood that this part of the garden originally incorporated 

another summer house or other architectural focal point. 

• The raising of the road height will have put significant additional pressure on the 

wall, particularly as the upper part of the wall was not designed as a retaining 

structure - it was, originally, a tall parapet. 

• Vegetation damage. Ivy or tree roots may have caused significant damage here, 

perhaps in combination with other factors mentioned above.  
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Fig 3 Extract from the OS First Edition One Inch Map c1809 

The red circle marks the location of the gardens 

 

Fig 4 Tithe Map, 1839 



Stowe Barton garden wall watching brief 

 

 11 

 

Fig 5 First Edition of the Ordnance Survey 25 Inch Map, c1880 

 

Fig 6 Second Edition of the Ordnance Survey 25 Inch Map, c1907 



Stowe Barton garden wall watching brief 

 

 12 

 

Fig 7 Aerial photograph of Stowe Barton 2005 

 

Fig 8 Stowe Barton, with the listed carriage wash to the right of the road 
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Fig 9 Detail of the carriage wash wall 

The buttressed part appears to be a rebuild as a roofed building was mapped here in 

the late 19th century; the masonry at extreme right of the photo leans outward and 

appears to be earlier walling with a replacement coping 

 

Fig 10 South end of garden wall in 2009; collapsed section in centre, wall fragment and 

hint of a return to the right (beneath trees)  
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Fig 11 View looking south along line of the garden wall, with the orchard to the right 

 

 

Fig 12 View SW towards ponds (centre, behind fence) with sunken garden (right) 
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Fig 13 Stone facing around the exit of the culvert  

 

Fig 14 The site of a former lean-to building 

Note the vertical, un-mortared walling at the back of the structure, in contrast with the 

battered face of the garden wall  
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Fig 15 Joint between the wall face of the former lean-to (left) and the garden wall 

(right) 

Note that there is no foundation/base of the lean-to wall; this may have been a 

decorative bench/dressed feature that has since been removed 

 

Fig 16 Part of the stratigraphy exposed after demolition of the lean-to wall face 

Cobbles are visible towards the top of the section; another line of cobbles is just visible 

above the rubble behind the retaining wall. The wall is built with two faces above the 

line of the weep holes to the right 
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Fig 17 Rebuild of the southern collapsed section in 2013 

 

Fig 18 Stratigraphy visible behind the wall in the southern part is very similar to that in 

the recorded northern part
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Fig 19 Existing section 

Based on CC drawing ref S101 with HEP additions 
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Fig 20 Northern collapsed area 

Top: Features revealed after initial removal of debris. Bottom: Layers revealed in section 
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Fig 21 Southern collapsed section 

Top: Features revealed before commencement of works. Bottom: Layers revealed in section. 
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Appendix 1: Written Scheme of Investigation 
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Appendix 2: Table of contexts 
Context 

Number 

Cut/ 

Build/ 

Deposit 

Description Depth Finds 

1 D Dark brown to black humic topsoil and roots 400mm None 

2 D Light brown clay and small stones 200mm None 

3 B Line of beach pebbles (cobbled surface) 100mm None 

4 D Brown clayey loam and small angular stones, 

fairly compact 

300mm None 

5 D Yellow-brown clay with small stones (re-

deposited natural) 

500mm None 

6 B Compact levelled cobbled surface, tightly 

packed 

100mm None 

7 D Medium brown clayey soil with small angular 

stones. Mixed. 

1300mm None 

8 N Natural substrate = yellow to brown-grey clay 

with small angular stones  

Not 

excavated 

None 

 

 

Appendix 3: Listed building description 
Location: CARRIAGE WASH ABOUT 8 METRES SOUTH EAST OF STOWE BARTON,  

KILKHAMPTON, NORTH CORNWALL, CORNWALL 

Date listed: 09 September 1985 

Date of last amendment: 09 September 1985 

Grade II 

 

SS 21 SW KILKHAMPTON 3/12 Carriage wash about 8 metres - south east of Stowe 

Barton - II Carriage wash. Late C17. Associated with Stowe, built for John Grenville, 

Earl of Bath in 1679. Slatestone rubble walls close to site of Stowe stables. 1 low wall 

adjoining road, taller parallel wall with pilaster buttresses and rough, irregular stone 

capping about 5 metres distant from lower wall. Shallow pit between walls. Gascoyne's 

map of the Grenville estate, made in 1694, "shows the oblong carriage-wash, which has 

survived and was in use until the coming of the tractor", Michael Trinick, 'The Great 

House of Stowe', Journal of the Royal Institution of Cornwall, New Series, vol.VIII, Part 

2, 1974*, pp.90-108, p.100.  

 

* Incorrect quoted date. Actually published in 1979. 


