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VERNACULAR BUILDINGS RESEARCH

HENLEY ARCHAEOLOGICAL & HISTORICAL GROUP

- Interim Report by Ruth Gibson -

Parish/County: Henley-on-Thames/ Oxon Owners:

Mr. & Mr. D. Welsh 

Street and House name:

59 Market Place, ‘The Malt House’ Recorded by: Members

of the Oxford Building Record

Date:18. 8. 2007

Listing grade and entry text:  Gd. II

The Malt House is a curtilage structure to the Grade II listed 59 Market Place. 

View of north/east elevations of Malt House from the grounds of No. 57 Mkt. Place

Known History:

The Malt House is located on the rear burgage plot of No. 57 Market Place, but since at least 

1877 has been in possession of the owners of neighbouring 59 on the west side when Nos. 57 

and 55  and their outbuildings were sold to the Baptist Church. (See below plan from the 1877 

Conveyance. This is part of the deeds in possession of the Henley Baptist Church, Market Place, 

Henley)  

This plan also tells us where the KILN, COUCH & CISTERN and principal MALT HOUSE 

were located, making one long line of buildings. The small Malt House under investigation was 

then part of an outhouse, serving No. 59 (with the word MISS written on it ). The First OS 

map 1878 shows that at the southern end was an attached glass house. It no longer exists but 

indicates that any malting had definitely ceased by then. 



2

1877 No. 53 No. 55 No. 57 No. 59    No. 61 Market Place 

The OS map marks numerous long malt houses at the backs of many buildings fronting the 

streets in Henley’s historic core of Hart Street, Friday Street, New Street, Market Place/Gravel 

Hill and Bell Street.  Some of these still exist, the best preserved lies behind 18 Hart Street and a 

photograph shows a building which fits the above mentioned 1877 plan well, i.e. the tall cone of

the kiln, which is directly attached to the dwelling house and the adjoining malt floors.

Kiln and malt house floors adjoining the rear of 18 Hart Street, the oldest still extant malt 

house in Henley; different building phases are clearly evident.    
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The documents of the Baptist Church ( Nos. 55 & 57 ) and the adjoining No. 59 Market Place, 

some of which go back to 1690, mention a malt house. In 1737 a hop kiln as well as malt 

houses are mentioned, later documents refer also to other outbuildings, among them a 

considerable amount of land, orchards and hop fields attached and extending into the 

neighbouring parish. Throughout owners and/or tenants were either maltsters and/or corn 

dealers. 

In Francis Shepherd’s book ‘Brakspear’s Brewery 1779-1979’, published 1979 in-house by 

Brakspear’s, he describes the growing of hops in various locations in Henley, among them on

land south of the upper Market Place area, i.e. very probably land  referred to above as this area 

was often called the Upper Market Place, the Hill or even the Knoll. 

No. 57 is now used as offices for the church, were evidently the main business premises, as it 

has a through passage to the back at one side and double doors fronting the street with wide rear 

doors to the back, where the kiln once stood. Its long rear garden preserves part of the former 

malt house wall on the west side, much repaired and of many different brick sizes. This is all 

that remains of the malt house shown on the 1877 conveyance plan. Specifications for builders

dated 1878 give detailed instructions about the pulling down of the malt house specifying that 6 

feet were to be left standing for the purpose of a boundary, which still is the case. 

The cleared level ground at No. 57 and tall brick retaining wall at the south end, show in 

comparison with the gentle, continuous downward slope behind No 59, that the former had been 

levelled to create a building platform. This is an indication that the timber framed building, at a 

considerably lower level, had been there before this process started, as it is stands now about 1m 

below ground level at its northern end. If it once had another bay, it probably lost it to the need 

for levelling the ground. Was this small, earlier building then the first malt house on the plot, 

adapted from another outbuilding for the purpose, as seems to have been the case with malting 

before it became a commercial process? Why keep part of the furnace though if its use had been 

superseded by the new, purpose built furnace and malting floors?

Description of the malting process:

The process of malting was described in a well-known quotation from Gervase Markham in the 

early 17
th

century:

‘They take a good quality of barley and put it into a Cesterne or Vat and so steepe it in water 

the space of 3 nights, then drain it from the water and let it drop a day, then lay it on a faire 

floore in a great thick heap or centre, and let it so lie 3 nights more, in which space it will 

sprout at one end (for it must not sprout at both): then they spread it very thin all over the 

flower, and either with a shovels or the hand it must be turned and tossed twice or thrice a day, 

for the space of 14 days more (for to make perfect Malte it must have full three weeks Vat and 

Floor), then they drie it upon the Kilne with a gentle fire, of sweete straw, (for any other fuels 

yields too strong a smoake and gives the Malt an ill taste) after the Malt is dried cooled, 

rubbed cleane skreened or winnowed, then it is sent to the Mill and ground according to the 

proportion of the Brewing, which if it be ordinary household Beere, then they drawe of every 

quarte of Malt 3 hoggsheads of Beere.’

By the time Brakspear’s malthouse in New Street, Henley became redundant in 1986 

after 87 years of service the malting process had changed little, although parts had 

become mechanised with hoists, shutes, a dressing machine and automatic paddles to 

turn the barley on the kiln floor. See H.A &.H. Group Report 41/1986 with a 

description of the process by Peter Anderson. A large part of the building was always 

used to prepare the barley for the kiln through the process of controlled germination, 

which needed constant turning or tossing on the floors.
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This long and labour intensive process of tending the barley on the malting floors for commercial 

purposes, which we know must have happened at Nos 55/57 Market Place through the documentation 

relating to the two buildings, is something that was clearly not possible in the small Malthouse here under 

consideration, despite the size of the kiln, which takes up the best part of a bay. This kiln would have 

been too large for the small scale and mainly domestic consumption as described by Dr. Plot in the early 

17
th

century and there would not have been enough space for the malting floors to service a kiln of this 

size.

Dr. Plot is quoted by John S Burn in the ’History of Henley-on–Thames’ 1861, p.81 saying ‘the malt 

kilns of Henley are so thriftily contrived that the kiln holes are placed in the backs of their kitchen 

chimnies, so that drying their malt with wood the same fire serves for that and all other uses of their 

kitchen besides.’

View of timber funnel within the northern bay of  ‘The Malthouse’

Either the building we see today only came into use as a maltings after the main kiln had been 

demolished in 1878/9, which is unlikely as it was then part of a private residence with glass 

house attached, or it served as an ancillary kiln to the main one, but problems with lack of 

sufficient first floor space and access for moving the damp, sprouting barley to the kiln remain

unresolved. 

As an alternative I would like to suggest that this was not a malt kiln, but used for drying hops. 

The documentary evidence above refers to hops and a hop kiln. A diagram of a Kentish oast 

house shows a structure with a level of activity which could easily be accommodated in this 

building. We know from the history of Brakspear’s that they bought hops in Henley as well as 

from Kent. Other brewers would have done the same.
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Diagram of an oast house or hop drying kiln (from Web Page on Kent hop growing )

Description and discussion of possible building date, datable alteration and additions:  

This building is a two-bay (Plan A) timber framed structure supported up to first floor level on 

brick and flint walls. There is evidence of blackening, possibly soot, on one of the flint walls in 

the north bay. There is no evidence of previous domestic use such as original windows or a 

stack, but the evidence of a former stud wall between the horizontal timbers of the central truss

(Drawing D) indicates a subdivision and possibly accommodation at first floor level for stable 

boys or other workers during its earlier use. However, the ceiling joists are later insertions and 

we do not know whether they replace an earlier upper floor. They appear to be part of the

operation which saw the replacement of the ground floor framing by brick and flint

The timber framed first floor walls and roof structure with its traditional clasped purlin and 

queen strut trusses, slightly curved wall and wind braces (D & C) could date from circa 1600 to 

the early 18
th

century. We have two local examples which may help with dating this type of 

building. One is a stable in Henley, dendro dated to 1601/02 (H.A.&H.Group Report No. 

68/1993) with curved braces between posts and ties, queen struts to the collar, some curved wall 

braces and mainly short, straight wind braces; the other is a barn in Harpsden with a 1750 date 

and initials of the local squire carved in the central tie beam. This has still curved braces from 

posts to ties, but straight wall braces and long raking wind braces. (H.A.& H.Group Report No 

6/1983 ). This barn also no longer has the queen post truss we see here and in the Kings Arms 

Barn but the increasingly popular ‘cranked inner principals’, therefore it provides a useful 

benchmark.

The timbers used for this building’s construction are of different sizes, some are second hand 

and their use here appears to be very much in the local timber framed construction of service 

buildings. Its relatively modest size with regard to height also indicates that it was built as a 

stable or other storage building, rather than a barn. Unfortunately evidence of its original 

openings to help us with identifying the first use would have been lost when the tall brick and 

flint walls were built. 
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The brick and flint work is unlikely earlier than late 18
th

century and could have been built as 

late as the mid 19
th

century, after which bricks became more standardised and cheap enough to 

replace the use of flint all together. Flint is not an easy building material to handle and labour 

intensive as it requires skills and a certain amount of knapping. Here both knapped and field 

flints are used. The lack of a traditional plinth is unusual, although there is a small remnant of 

one at the south/west corner where the corner post also survives better than in other parts. 

The two timber plank doors with battens and mass produced iron T strap hinges and attractive

moulded plates have an arts & crafts look and very likely replace simpler doors when the 

building’s use changed to ancillary domestic, probably after its sale to Miss Townsend. The door 

opening on the west side was probably only newly inserted at that time, as there is evidence of 

new brickwork at the northern jamb of the door, whilst the brick jambs of the east doorway 

show worn and rounded corners, evidence of prolonged, heavy use. Since it was built directly 

along the line of the burgage plot its rear or west wall would originally not have had an opening.

The roof space of the northern bay contains an inserted structure supporting a circular ventilator 

(see scale drawings B and photograph on page 4).  Lines of former laths with white banding are 

clearly visible on the studs (see below) and show that the internal space was plastered. The 

inserted structure appears to be the upper part of a kiln. The kiln floor would have been at first 

floor level, and the furnace at ground floor level. The blacking of some areas of the brick and 

flint walls is consistent with this.

Tie beam in north truss with square mortises for tenons of former post and stave holes in 

its soffit. The three narrow studs on its face are nailed on supports for the furnace hood

and clearly show the nail holes and banding of former laths for plastering.

It seems clear that the kiln is an insertion into an earlier building as the three still existing malt 

kilns in Henley have tall, purpose built cone shaped roofs over their furnaces, which are 

separated by masonry walls from the malting floors. 

The underbuilding in brick, or brick and flint, of timber framed buildings is quite common in 

Henley, but usually well hidden behind brick walls, render and internal plaster. The reasons are

usually two-fold: the timber posts and sills rot from the ground upwards and by the 18
th

century 
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timber framed houses were no longer fashionable. The timbers are then replaced in stages, 

usually by removing the sills and lower parts of posts and studs. The new plates can be offered 

up from below as long as it is done in stages, or the mid-rails are retained, now performing as 

plates. - Here the plates are located at different heights on the b.& f. walls and seem not to be 

jointed to wall posts or one another with one exception. At the north/east corner on the left hand 

side of the photograph below the two horizontal timbers just seem to rest on top of each other.

Only the post at the south west corner below shows the traditional detailing of the mid rail 

tenoned into it with the post itself continuing a little further down, before being cut off where it 

meets the new brick plinth. This is clearly an alteration, not a traditional detail as a wall post 

would always rest on either a sole plate or a timber pad.  

Here the suggested underbuilding in masonry may have served a dual purpose as it also provided 

a fire proof wall for the furnace, or was that the main reason anyway for what must have been a 

major building operation? 

The floor joists in the south bay may have been part of the same operation but are probably later, 

as they appear to have been inserted into the flint walls after these had been built. They are 
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supported on inserted bricks especially put there for the purpose of providing stability within the 

uneven flint work. The joists as well as the transverse beam, which has been inserted upside 

down, appear re-used, although some have matching cellular carpenter’s marks. Some have 

chamfers, they are square cut and they measure an average of 15cm. The chamfer and stops of 

the axial beam are on the upper surface, whilst the groove for wattle staves is at the bottom. The

axial beam is supported by a pad and a square of standard bricks set into the flint work of the 

south gable.

The ceiling joists in the northern bay, which support a narrow section of floor, like a balcony, 

are of a different type, very even, machine cut and only 9 cm wide. This floor, below the furnace 

cone, was clearly inserted once that function had ceased and the building had become ancillary 

to the domestic use of No. 59 Market Place. 

All the windows appear to be of 20
th

century date and despite evidence of a former stud wall 

between the two bays the evidence for a former floor could not be found, except on the outside 

wall of the north gable, where the plate clearly shows regular empty mortises (now filled with 

cement, see b.& w. photograph above), which could once have supported floor joists of a third 

bay. It is also possible that it is a re-used timber, inserted when the b & f wall was built.

Blocked doorway between the 

lower, rear land of No. 57 (now 

part of No. 59) and the higher, 

levelled ground where the large 

maltings once stood. 

On the left is one of the wide 

stable doors with ornamental 

strap hinges; above are two of 

the inserted ceiling joists, 

sitting below the wall plate or 

mid rail, which normally 

support them. This is not a 

traditional arrangement in 

timber framed buildings.

Above: Axial beam with traditionally pegged 

ceiling joists. Some are chamfered and have 

cellular carpenter’s marks, others are square cut.

Right: Short brick pier in south wall with wooden 

pad, supporting axial beam. 
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Concluding

This two-bay building is a relic of a more rural as well as a manufacturing market town. It would 

have originally been one of the traditionally timber framed outhouses, barns or stables 

mentioned in the 1690 and 1737 deeds in possession of the Baptist Church, regarding the two 

messuages, they owned since 1878. Paddocks, gardens and hop ground extended down the slope 

to the south into the parish of Rotherfield Greys and the barns and stables would have been 

needed for cultivation, carting and storage of produce. 

As the importance of brewing increased in the town a purpose built malthouse was erected on 

ground levelled behind No. 57 Market Place. This meant that the existing two-bay building 

stood well below the level of the new maltings. It may also have lost one or more bays on the 

north side to make room for the new building. The underbuilding in brick and flint very likely 

occurred at that time. A hop kiln as well as a malt house are mentioned in 1737 and it is possible 

that this building had been adapted by then to serve as a hop kiln. Its small size does not allow 

for the necessary cistern and malting floors, which have to be substantial ( See plan on p. 2). 

However, one cannot excluded its use as a malt kiln altogether, as we just do not know anything 

about the use of the many outbuildings shown on the earlier plans and 1878 map and the name 

appears to perpetuate a former use.

The timber joists of part of the upper floor must post date its use as a kiln, as the northern 

section extends over the area below the timber funnel. This floor section is probably part of the 

alterations, such as the insertion of a second door in the west wall, and the windows, which 

turned this into a garden building. The 1878 OS map seems to confirm this use as it shows an 

attached greenhouse.  

� Ruth Gibson, BA, IHBC

November 2007


