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    VERNACULAR BUILDINGS RESEARCH 

  HENLEY ARCHAEOLOGICAL & HISTORICAL GROUP 

           
       
Parish/County: Harpsden, Oxon                                  Owners: Mr. & Mrs. Lawrence Gerrard  

Street and House name:  
Harpsden Court, Harpsden  Recorder: Ruth Gibson, OBR team  

RG9 4AX  and members of HA&HG. 

                   OBR Report No. 61, 2008/2009 

        

Listing grade and entry text:  Gd II* 

Listing entry synopsis: Pos. 17th with 18th and 19th century alterations 

 
Known Ownership & History:  It was in the ownership of the Forster family from 1444 – 

1646, afterwards in that of the Hall family until sold to Jeremiah Hodges, Esq in 1855; bought 

in1899 by Leonard Noble as a much reduced estate until sold to the present owners, Mr. & Mrs. 

L Gerrard in early 1976 (K. George ‘The Millennium History of Harpsden, 2000; VCH Oxon, 

Vol 16, Henley & Environs). The C18th and C19th alterations and extensions date from the Hall’s 
ownership. Leonard Noble was a collector of architectural items and internal as well as external 

features of different periods may date from his time (information from his great-nephew David 

Sherlock)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

         North front of Harpsden Court  

       

       Date of 1st map: Estate map of 1586 by John Blagrave of Reading 

                   for Humffrey fforster. Birdseye view of manor house & church   
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INTRODUCTION:  The existence of the 1586 survey of the Harpsden Court estate has given 

us the opportunity to look critically at the main, existing building to try and discover how much 

of that drawn by Blagrave survives.(None of the courtyard buildings do).  The positive dendro-

dating of the present roof of the north range (up to the western stack)  has given added incentive 

to look at the assemblage of structures below that roof to assess how they relate to it  and what 

their uses may have been.  

 

Aim and limitations of the recording in the light of dendro date work:  The principal roof 

structure as well as that of the small, central rear stair block, have been dendro dated to 1567/68 

by the Oxford Dendro Lab, which has given us the opportunity to concentrate on the building, as 

it existed in 1586 and was detailed on the Blagrave map. The roof of the westernmost cross wing 

containing the kitchen was added later and has been dated to1722; unfortunately none of the few 

wall and ceiling timbers below were suitable for dendro work and it was not possible to assign a 

building date to them, except that they very likely pre-date the 1722 roof. 

 

This is a large, much extended and altered building and the present research concentrates on 

identifying the Elizabethan building and any earlier structures within it, with only brief 

references made to later work, which have further altered but not fundamentally changed the 

main range. The latter was created by the Fosters by altering and adding to an existing, 

traditional medieval manorial complex, which apparently consisted of buildings grouped around 

several courtyards. John Leland’s itinerary of c.1545 describes it as ‘a large Manor Place with 

dobil Courtes’. These courts were still in existence in 1586, but we do not know what was there 

in Leland’s days in place of the Forsters’ main range, as only one, almost square, medieval stone 

building of two storeys survives. Since 1567/68 it has formed part of the main range within the 

double courtyard arrangement, which closed it off from the outside world by means of walls and 

a variety of buildings and gate houses. If it had been fortified earlier, by 1586 this is no longer 

evident in the Blagrave drawing. Only one 1st floor medieval doorway with draw beam socket 

hints at it. 

 

Its location in the narrow Harpsden valley with rising ground on three sides and at some distance 

from the main north-south road hides the building from views. Fortifying such a building may 

not have been effective, but may nevertheless have been done as an important status symbol.   

 

The Blagrave drawing compared with the existing north range 

 

The drawing shows the east-west running range as the dominant building on the site, but it is 

clearly related to the large number of courtyard buildings.  All these buildings existed in close 

relationship with each other and the main range could not have functioned without the services 

of several kitchens, larders, meal houses and other storage buildings; probably several brew 

houses, a still room and well house, several wood and implement storage buildings as well as 

servants’ accommodation (such as described in the 1679 inventory of Robert Knollys of Greys 

Court, PRO. PROB 4/10789).  It is useful to keep this in mind when trying to understand the 

functions of the newly built Tudor  range. It is only the gradual replacement of the medieval 

courtyard buildings and their absorption into the house, like the building of the kitchen wing in 

circa 1721/22, which has turned the Elizabethan range into the existing, self-contained house.  

 

The main range consists of three storeys, its front elevation looking north towards near-by 

Henley. It has an axial main roof with raised dormers at the eastern and a cross wing at its 

western end. Next to the roof of the west cross wing is the stack and C19th attic stair and it is not 

clear whether there had been a short western gable as part of the 1586 roof extending over this 

area. This part of the roof is now absorbed into the adjoining 1722 kitchen extension. However, 

at the eastern end the gable remains very much as shown in 1586 and still retains its stone 

coping and mullioned window shape at attic level, although the window itself is modern. One 

original timber mullion window in the south raised dormer still exists, (not visible in the 



 3 

drawing) and its design and details of the cavetto or hollow chamfer mullions fit the period of  

the dendro dates of the roof timbers. The north front gable of the western cross wing has been 

removed, but its rear gable survives intact.  All gable walls above the windows expose the 

original flint and rubble stone walling. These are the only wall areas one can see, as all of the 

exterior is rendered and most of the interior either plastered or panelled. (See below for detailed 

description of the roof and floor structure of the attic.) 

 

The building of the kitchen cross range in 1722, where Blagrave indicates a small, probably 

lean-to building at the west end, has provided another gable for the house, making up for the 

missing original cross wing gable and maintaining the visual symmetry of the principal front 

elevation. 

The axial range is a single-room deep and has a large stack with (now) four chimneys, at the 

back, but with probably only 2 or 3 flues in 1586. It is located next to the stair block, which is 

built at 90 degrees to the main range (not visible on the drawing, but contemporary with the 

main range). Another, smaller stack may be just indicated by Blagrave rising through the roof 

near the western end, just as the present stack does, which now has four flues serving the ground 

floor, dining room, solar above, kitchen and first floor bedroom.  

 

The main range walls are rendered, now as well as on the 1586 drawing, and probably rubble 

stone built, judging from the small areas where the masonry is visible, but their depth of c. 2 ½ - 

3 feet is a strong indicator of the existence of stone walls throughout the building. The rear stair 

block may be timber framed throughout or in part, but the square framing is only visible in the 

attic walls (see drawings and photographs in appendix 12). 

 

Both the plan form and multi-gabled roof are very similar to that of the main range of near-by 

Greys Court, built only a short time later in 1573/74. Comparing a view of Greys Court today 

(Appendix 16) with the Blagrave drawing above shows an uncanny resemblance between the 

two and is a useful reminder that both illustrate well how a ‘typical’ dwelling of the manorial 
land-owning classes could be much improved during the Elizabethan reign without discarding 

the ancillary medieval court yard ranges. Unlike the new great houses of the time this was not a 

wholesale replacement, only an addition to improve the owners’ living standards, add comfort 

and to impress. Interestingly the overall measurements of both are very similar; Greys Court is 

19.57 m long by 6.70 m deep (Barry Jones, E.H 2005, Vol. 2. p. 27), whilst Harpsden Court is 

19.15 m long by 8.05 –8.95 m deep ( Architect’s plans App. 2)  
 

Windows: The elevations of the drawing show a multi-gabled roof with mullioned windows. 

There are 4 three-mullion windows on each of the first and ground floors and two-mullion ones 

in all its visible gables. Three more are known to exist at the back and survive well enough to be 

identified as contemporary with the roof structure. The first and ground floor windows have all 

been replaced.  

 

The three surviving windows are relatively unaltered. All are timber windows with hollow 

chamfer mullions. They are located in the south elevation of the raised dormer and the east and 

south walls of the rear staircase block. (Chris Howlett App.3, Paul Clark App.12 ). Of the attic 

windows shown in the two north gables the eastern one has been blocked and replaced with a 

false circular bulls-eye window; the western mullioned window was replaced with a small 

dormer after the replacement of the gable with a hip. A further small dormer was added above 

the porch area, but is now blocked.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Only the central mullion of three original ones survives in the rear attic 

window, but it gives us an idea of the type of windows the Elizabethan 

range had. The mullion, jamb and lintel have cavetto mouldings of a type 

which seems to fit with the dendro date of 1568 (L. Hall, Chapter 3 has 

several, slightly later examples). There are also empty mortises for narrow 

diamond shaped mullions to which the window glass was attached. - 

Behind the window is the king post roof truss of the c. 1800 south wing. 

The construction of this extension has protected the C16th window for the 

past 200 years. 
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  Mullioned timber window with iron                    C17th, two-light, wrought iron  

  stanchions in stair block landing             casement, in attic looking south,  

                  western cross gable 

 

The front elevation windows have all been replaced by an eclectic collection of Strawberry Hill 

Gothic, Venetian and C17th cross windows; plus Tudor revival ones in the c. 1900 porch. Many 

of the wide, C18th windows are partially set in front of the masonry in trompe l’oeil fashion. 

This has been done so well that it only becomes apparent through close inspection, comparison 

with the architect’s plans and by looking at the windows from the inside, where they remain 

plain cross windows, having been deprived of all their external ornament. 

 

For example the splendid, three-light Venetian window at first floor level only illuminates the 

small connecting lobby in front of the stack (marked ‘Queen Mary’s Oratory’ on plan) and is 

just a modest, 2-light window.  Most of the width of the Venetian window is used to 

successfully mask the stone wall of the medieval structure and to impress the onlooker.  

 

Before the two-storey high porch was constructed there was a further Venetian window above 

the door, shown in the 1866 photograph, App. 4.  There were also one, or possibly two cross 

windows at the eastern end of the first floor front elevation. These missing windows would have 

balanced the window arrangement and given the front a truly impressive elevation. The earlier 

photographs also show all windows to have had leaded lights. The individual glass quarries 

would have reflected the light in many different ways, adding sparkle to the composition. All 

have been replaced with timber mullion and transom cross windows with large glass panes. Only 

the one small, leaded light casement of this C17th to early C18th type remains in the attic. 

 

Summary of the front elevation fenestration:  The building of 1568 as illustrated by Blagrave in 

1586 had mullioned windows shown in the east and north elevations. The first changes to this 

fenestration seemed to have occurred from the mid-to-late C 17th, with the insertion of four-light 

cross windows, which have transoms just above the centre (Linda Hall, p.74).  The western, 

gabled addition, built in c. 1722, also has cross windows to match, but they are narrower and 

appear taller than the earlier ones. The next change came prob. in the second half of late C18th 

when Venetian and gothic windows were popularised by Horace Walpole (Linda Hall, p. 79). 

The construction of the two-storey porch c.1900 with its Tudor style windows represents the 

latest addition and change to this eclectic mix of fenestration of the north front.  
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Main entrance  -  The present front door leading via the porch into the main entrance hall does 

not exist in 1586. Instead a clearly marked track leads through the gateway, across the north 

front court yard to the only entrance door shown, which is located at the eastern end of the front 

elevation. It appears to be a large doorway and must have been the through passage to the rear 

courtyard, which could not be accessed from the front otherwise. This entrance would also have 

provided access to the hall in the traditional way of entering through a screens passage. The lack 

of windows at ground floor level in the east gable wall seems to confirm the use of this space as 

a through passage.  

 

This arrangement is a medieval one and indicates that there was either a building whose plan 

was retained in part – as the medieval passage would normally not only facilitate access through 

the building with access to the hall on one side, but also to the kitchen, buttery and pantry on the 

opposite side. These are missing on the 1586 drawing, but there is clearly a space on the east 

side of the main gable, where they might have been. The lack of buildings there leaves the small 

rear outbuildings quite exposed. Archaeological investigations of this area may clarify matters. 

 

Chimneys  –  Only one multi-flue stack ( 2 or 3 flues ?) is shown by Blagrave at the back/south 

side of the main range. There is now still a stack with 4 flues, which adjoins the south wall and 

forms the loft wall. This would have supplied the eastern rooms with a fire place on each floor, 

as it still does and appears to have been extended with the addition of two extra flues for the 

Regency range behind.  

 

However, it is not clear whether there was a stack at the western end, although there is an 

indication of a low chimney on the drawing.  The remains of a blocked window in the western 

g.f. wall, which shows the stack masonry built across the northern splay  (see drawings by Alan 

Brodrick App. 5) indicates that the window pre-dates the stack and that it was an outside wall.  

Behind and attached to this stack is the 1722 kitchen flue brickwork. The existing stack has 4 

flues, set in a cluster, and it rises through the front/north side of the roof near its apex. 

 

None of the existing hearths and chimney pieces can be dated to the Elizabethan period and the 

panelling covering all walls makes it impossible to discover any former fire places.  

 

The lack of a larger number of fire places in the principal range was probably compensated by 

the number of stacks, a total of six, in the small buildings which made up the now lost courtyard 

ranges. We can only guess their purposes, but all would have been used to serve the needs of the 

Forster family and their staff.  

   

  

 

 

 

       

 

 

 

                                                                                      

 

 

 

 

         

    

 

 

 

South elevation: western cross-

wing gable; hipped roof of rear 

staircase block and the four-flue 

stack located at the back of the 

hall adjacent to the stairs.  

This stack serves two fire places 

in the 1568 front range and two 

in the Regency back range. 

 
Photograph courtesy of  D .Sherlock 
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DESCRIPTION OF THE EXISTING BUILIDING  

 

Plan form: (see architect’s plans in App. 2 and Paul Clark below, P 18).  The principal range 

runs east-west and consists of hall and parlour/dining room on the ground floor and three rooms 

on the first floor. It is of single pile depth with the front elevation looking north. Its plan, best 

seen in the roof, can be described as an F shape with an axial roof, a rear stair block and a cross 

wing at its western end. The cross wing roof is located over the ‘tower’. As this part of the 
building is some 3 feet deeper than the adjoining axial structure to the east it seems that the 

construction of the new 1568 roof took account of an existing building or buildings, which could 

not all be accommodated under one linear roof . (See below under ‘solar’ room and roof 

structure description.) There are numerous later extensions to the south and west, which do not 

form part of this report.   

 

The main entrance is now through a centrally located porch into the main hall, which is in line 

with the principal staircase. This porch was only built in c. 1900, but preceded by a smaller one, 

already shown on the 1866 photograph (App. 4).  It may have been contemporary with the C18th  

alterations of the front fenestration and those of the interior, which probably included the 

refurbishment of the staircase, direct access to it and the two first floor reception rooms.  

.   

 

 

 

  

 

         

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Description of the interior:  The large hall has an off-centre fire place of gothic revival design 

and the main staircase rising to the right of it in an open-plan style.  

 

To picture the hall as built one needs to allow for a screens passage at the eastern end, from 

which one would have entered the hall, instead of the present front door. A separate lobby would 

have closed the stairs off from the main hall. Using the architect’s ground plan one can add the 

missing wall section in front of the stairs and the screens passage at the eastern end in line with 

the blocked opening in the south wall (see left photo above). By doing this one now finds that  

the fire place is located centrally in the rear wall, rather than off centre as now, which offers 

little aesthetically and even less with regard to comfort, as it is exposed to through draughts. 

Both symmetry and a separate stair well were important details in an Elizabethan lay-out and it 

is highly unlikely that this hall originally lacked both.  

 

The large stack shown in 1586 is attached to the exterior of the south wall and serves the 

principal fire place in the hall and two of the upper chambers.  The function of the traditional 

hall may have changed by that time, but it was still an important status symbol and this must 

have been the reason for its construction, although it was no longer of the medieval double 

height  type, which is confirmed by the number of first floor windows in the Blagrave drawing.  

Left: The c. 1.60 m  wide, 

blocked floor-to-ceiling 

opening in the rear wall of 

the hall lies opposite a  

window, located where the 

large door of the Blagrave 

drawing is shown.  

Right: Early C20th porch 

with Art & Crafts type door 

mounted on a much earlier,   

double plank door of heavy 

scantling, which may be the 

original front door.   
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Hall and staircase in Elizabethan rear            C16th style stone fire place in g. floor  

stair block but now of a Victorian design           dining room with early C17th carved   

                over mantle and various other forms of  

                decorative panelling 

 

The entire room is panelled with mostly square oak panels, but with many alterations and  

different panelling not always correctly positioned, which indicates use of second hand material 

(see David Clark’s assessment in App.7). 

 

The dining room or parlour is located in the former ground floor tower room and reached via a 

door from the hall. The wall thickness varies from 0.80 m,(2’8”), at ground floor level, to 0.73m 

( 2’5”) at first floor level. It is 2.93 m high. Its walls are completely covered in square panelling  

with ovolo mouldings, which may date from the period of the reorganisation of this room of c. 

1568 (Linda Hall, dated panels of this type from 1561 to 1699, p 140) , but subsequently 

underwent some alterations, as the differences in various parts of the panelling show. The fire 

place is located in the west wall and the hearth surround is probably of C20th date, but with some 

early C17th carved panels and figures, and material from other periods, probably from the 

Noble’s architectural features collection (see David Clark, App.7).  To both sides of the fire 

place are access doors to lobbies; the northern one is now blocked and forms a pantry for the 

kitchen beyond. The southern one still retains its simple moulded door head in the form of a  

four centre arch at the entrance to the lobby and kitchen beyond.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                               

                                                                                       

 

        

Inside the stack lobby one can see brick flues of different phases, one of them blocking a 

window, of which the timber sill survives. It seems that not all of the window sill is visible, as 

Jib door (right) with cocks 

head hinges in the square 

panelling giving access to 

the rear stack lobby.  

 

 So called ‘Tudor arch’ (left) 

in lobby door way, very 

popular ‘until at least the 

mid  C 16th’ (L. Hall p.17), 

but already appears in  

mid-C 15th doorways at the 

Ewelme almshouses 
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the northern end is straight, whilst the southern one has a distinct splay (See A. Brodrick’s plan 
and section App. 5). This is enigmatic. The window certainly pre-dates the flue of the 1722 

kitchen, but how does it relate to the fire place in the stone wall of the parlour?  Would its close 

proximity to the stack not have weakened the structure, quite apart from being an unusual 

juxtaposition?  Is this evidence that the fire place is a later addition to the stone ‘tower’ 
structure? And what does a window do in the ground floor of a ‘tower’ anyway?  
 

The ground floor windows are shuttered with panels matching (more or less) those of the walls, 

but the cross windows themselves are 20th cent. replacements of the earlier leaded ones of 

probably C17th date and as still shown on the 1866 photograph. 

 

The floor has wide oak boards, varying from 10 – 13” in width. They are pegged into place with  

overlapping, rebated edges providing a tight fit. They are very similar to those still visible in 

some areas of the attic floor, where they average 12” width and are flush with the face of tie 

beams and wall plates.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                   

 

 

 

                                                                          

 

 

 

 

Semi-basement area 

below rear stairs 

showing the exposed 

south wall  of the   

‘tower’ on the right and 

part of lobby area plinth 

with timber frame above 

on the left. This structure 

seems to pre-date the 1722   

roof and may represent the small  

lean-to structure shown  

on the Blagrave drawing. 

 

Note: Corner construction  

strengthened by use of tiles 

(See report by A.Lloyd, App.13) 

 

 

Pegged oak floor boards in the 

ground floor ‘tower’ room, 
between 10 – 13” wide 

The window reveals are panelled like 

the walls of the ‘tower rooms’. The 

shutter, seen partly only on the right 

and side, folds back into it.  



 9 

This is the only area where the apparent outside stone wall of the medieval ‘tower’ and c 4 feet  

of an adjoining timber framed structure on a rubble stone plinth are exposed, abutting each 

other. They are located some 0.40 m below the present floor level of the staircase hall. The 

quoins of the ‘tower’ are built in clay tiles, the rest is rubble chalk blocks and flints. It is 

tempting to think of the tiles used for the corner as Roman as there is the site of at least one 

known Roman villa close-by, but the jury is out whether they are Roman or medieval. (See 

drawing by R. Faircliff App.6 and report by A. Lloyd App. 13)’    
 

The wall on the left hand side has a timber sill and studs above a c. 0.80m high rubble stone 

plinth and forms the outside wall of the lobby between the kitchen and dining room, but very 

likely pre-dates the C18th kitchen roof and is the remnant of an earlier building.  There is a 

further dwarf rubble stone wall 1.60m to the south, where one enters the basement. This now 

supports the floor of the (circa C19th) rear stair hall, but may belong to one of the earlier 

structures in the former south court.             

 

Stairs :  The earliest known staircase location is that on the south side of the hall, but it has 

undergone several alterations. A coffered ceiling with Wedgewood style decorations leads the 

eye to the Palladian doorway, which opens out into the domed, first floor room. The existing 

heavy oak staircase is of the dog-leg type, is probably of mid to late C19th date and replaces at 

least two earlier ones. The C18th one is known from a drawing, where it appears to have had 

decorative wrought iron balusters. The first, Elizabethan staircase may have been of a closed  

well kind, typical of the period and would most likely have continued up to the attic.( See below 

under description of attic and drawings App. 12). 

 

There is no sign of another attic staircase until the C19th steep, turned stairs, which adjoin the 

south side of the stack, were built in a former lobby between the first floor solar and 1722 

bedroom above the kitchen. A blocked door frame is still visible at the bottom of these stairs, 

confirming the previous, traditional connecting lobby between the two rooms.  

 

A further, heavy oak staircase from ground to first floor was added on the south side in the Stair 

Hall (see architect’s plans, Ap. 2), once the building had been further extended southward.  

 

 
 

Rear Stair Hall next to the former external             C19th turned attic stairs next to stack  

‘tower’ wall. This stone wall was clad with               

square oak panelling (right hand side) to match 

the internal walls of the dining room. 
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It is not known where the,1st medieval staircase was located, which would have connected 

ground and first floor rooms. The fact that there is a first floor doorway on the west side with a 

draw beam socket and door hinges on the inside indicates that this was an external access, which 

either led to an adjoining structure (the medieval open hall?) or an external stair case. This is a 

security feature found in many Norman castles and fortified manors. The Tower of London, 

Rochester and Portchester castles all have good examples of external timber stairs.     

 

First Floor:  The plan form is the same as that of the ground floor, but the space occupied by 

the large hall is here divided into two rooms. The central one is now the domed, highly 

decorated Rococo room, reputedly designed by Humphrey Gainsborough as a music room. 

Gainsborough was an ingenious inventor and solver of problems; his friendship with the Hall 

family of Harpsden Court makes it very likely that he designed the dome and its scissor braced 

support within the constraints of the Tudor roof structure. The designs for the eye-catching 

decorative elements of the first floor rooms and stairs stem very likely from pattern books.   

  

Both first floor rooms have fine door cases and fire place surrounds.  For photographs of the two 

rooms and first floor landing of the period see Appendix 9.    

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      

 Attic: Scissor braces inserted into Truss C (see plan in App. 12), which hold the thin,    

curved boards backing the richly decorated plaster work of the dome in the music room 

below. 
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The ‘solar’ in the ‘tower’ block. The floor level of this room, some 0.40 m lower than that of 

the adjoining rooms to the east, is yet another sign of the very different building dates of these 

two parts. The two features which seem to confirm a stipulated medieval building date are the 

pointed arch stone window in the east wall and an original entrance doorway in the south/ 

western corner of the west wall. The window is set in a splayed, c. 0.55 m deep reveal with 

timber lintel above (for a detailed drawings see Richard Faircliff in Ap. 8) and timber sill. It was 

blocked with a stud, lath & plaster wall, when the adjoining east range was constructed. 

However, it is possible that the window is not in its original location or that it was larger 

originally. The right hand or south side of the window reveal does show disturbed stone work.  

 

The room is very tall measuring 3.39 m from floor to ceiling; however part of the top 1.50 m of 

its stone wall is missing, replaced by two stout stud walls, which are set 0.82m apart and support 

the panelling for the two first floor rooms. (This can only be observed from the attic, by the 

removal of floor boards.) The wall adjoining the window appears to retain its smooth, lime 

washed or plastered surface up to the inserted door to the music room, as seen from a narrow 

gap between studwork and wall at the window reveal.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 

                                         

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                        

Entrance in the west wall with                     Blocked gothic stone window in                        

0.64m deep draw beam socket           east wall set into stone reveal,  

and two iron pintels for hanging         timber lintel with deep hollow  

a door on the r.h. side                     chamfer  

 

The entrance in the west wall is 0.72 m wide; it is built of flint with finely tooled chalk block 

quoins, which have a chamfered, very smooth edge on the internal side, attesting to long use, 

before the panelling was put in front of the edge. The original door head is not visible, but there 

is an indication that it had a two-centre arch. Within the thickness of the wall, circa half way up 

Left: Doorway with a 

fine chamfered corner.  

 

Right: The rough 

stonework, which 

includes a piece of 

pottery as well as 

flints, was originally 

plastered 
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and close to the outer edge is a square, timber-lined 0.64 m deep slot, which must have served a 

draw beam. Next to it below and above are two iron pintels, which would have held the door 

(see drawings by John Hine, App. 10). The original door would have been a strong, possibly 

double plank door to enable it to withstand any unwanted intruders. The former has been 

replaced with two panelled doors, the inner one matches the panelling of the room.  The 

question is what was the purpose of such a heavily secured door at the first floor? How was it 

accessed? The Blagrave drawing just hints at a smallish, lean-to type structure beyond its 

western end. We may have a remnant of it in the basement in the form of a rubble stone plinth 

and stud work (see above); this structure may have been part of an externally located stair.  

 

All walls are covered with square panelling very much like those of the room below, but there 

are several recesses used as cupboards with square panel doors and cockshead hinges matching 

the overall panelling.  

 

Below the 1.50m void between the visible stud work appears to be a rubble wall, but access to 

investigate further was not possible. Also set into this wall fronted by stud work are the doorway 

to the music room and floor-to-ceiling cupboards. The Gothic stone window in the north east 

corner together with some 1.35 m of adjoining stone wall appear to be the main full height 

survivors of the medieval wall. The other walls too have numerous openings (see Architect’s 
plans App.2) and, without removal of the panelling, it is impossible to assess them further.   

 

The fact that the two rows of substantial studs, which support panelling both in the solar and the 

rococo room, replace at least part of the former stone wall, is a strong indicator for the square 

panelling to be contemporary with the building of the attic floor and roof structure. Without the 

panels to clad the studs the ‘solar’ would have been left unfinished and not habitable. What kind 

of wall finish the music room had before it was given its C18th ‘makeover’ is not known.  
 

                                                                            

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      

 

 

 

A panelled door on the north side of the fire place gives access to a small lobby in front of the 

stack, which connects this room to the 1722 kitchen extension. There would have been a similar 

lobby on the south side before the C19th attic staircase was inserted. Part of this lobby in the 

form of a blocked doorway survives at the bottom of the attic stair.  

 

A former double door to the south landing is now blocked. This would have been the principal 

entrance door once the rear stair hall had been built and made it possible to access the different 

rooms of the front range individually from a corridor, rather than walking from one to another, 

affording more privacy to the occupants. 

 

 

Left: Cockshead hinge 

of panelled door set 

into wall panelling. 

 

Right: Jib door on the 

r.h. side of the fire 

place connecting with 

the western bedroom 

via the lobby called 

‘Queen Mary’s oratory’   
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Attic: roof and floor structure   

(for detailed description see App. 11, H. Horner & T. Peacock) 

 

The attic preserves most of its original plan form and roof design, despite some major alterations 

in the C18th, when the dome for the room below was constructed in the central section removing 

most of Truss C. More changes came in the C19th when servants’ accommodation was created 
from the various parts of the attic by the insertion of stud walls. A new staircase was constructed 

adjoining the western stack.  

 

The roof consists of oak framed trusses constructed along the axis of the building with raised 

dormers near the eastern end and a cross wing at the western one. The cross wing consists of 

three bays, gabled at each end, although the north gable has been lost (probably around 1755 – 

dendro date of an inserted stud) and now ends in a hip aligning it with the axial  roof slope. 

 

This cross wing forms the roof over the ‘tower’, which is some 3 feet ( c. 1 m) longer than the 

depth of the adjoining eastern roof of the building (see floor plan of attic P 18). This is a strong 

indicator that the new roof of 1568 had to accommodate an earlier building as well as the new, 

Tudor range, thus creating a slightly L-shaped plan. The cross wing roof was constructed first, 

as the rafters of the axial roof are supported by those of the cross wing, where they meet at right 

angles.  

 

 
 

View east from Bay 1. The later stud partition partially hides the scissor braces and 

dome, inserted in the C18th to create the music room below.  

 

Near the eastern end are two raised dormers, visually matching the gables of the west cross 

wing. Their location means that the purlin of the axial roof had to be interrupted, weakening the 

roof structure. To compensate for this beams acting as additional collars were inserted above, 

allowing free passage below. The construction of Truss D2, only 0.60m from Truss D, was 

probably also considered necessary to strengthen the axial roof at the point where the dormer 

gables intersect it.  The question is whether these dormers an afterthought, put in during 

construction but not planned for? The tie beam, between bays 4 and 5, here unusually not 

associated with a truss, also indicates a change of plans during construction.  
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South side of trusses D2 and D (right)            South dormer showing additional collar  

with cut end of purlin                 supporting the rafters of the axial roof.    

            

Near the eastern end the south dormer gable still retains its Elizabethan mullioned window, 

where it has been protected against the weather by the adjoining roof of the Regency wing (see 

photo  above and drawings App. 3)  All visible gable areas above the windows are of flint rubble 

with some bricks, confirming the otherwise rendered, hidden masonry construction of the walls. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       

Note flint wall visible in apex of south gable     Cut back principal of Truss C above dome 

 

All roof trusses consist of principals pegged at the apex; they have two sets of collars, but only 

one set of purlins. The common rafters too have pegged upper collars making a strong roof 

structure as well as providing ceiling support. The nails and lath & plaster marks of a former 

ceiling still exist.   

 

The lower collars are supported by queen struts, which clasp the purlins between the principals.  

The collars are cut off in the form of short stubs.  Additional raking struts strengthen the trusses 
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(see photograph below & drawings and detailed description of roof structure by H. Horner & T. 

Peacock, App.11). This form of truss was designed to provide free access throughout the attic 

space. A similar, but more complex solution was employed at Greys Court, where the tie beams 

were interrupted (see App. 16).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      

 

 

 

 

 

The attic floor still retains several areas where the original boarding is visible. This consists of 

between 10-13” wide floor boards, laid flush with the tie beams. A  ¾” - 1” rebate cut into the 
edge of the tie beam allows the boards to abut it closely. They are held in place with pegs, the 

same system as noted above in the oak floors of the lower ‘tower’ rooms.    

 

The floor boards themselves were adzed on the underside to take account of slight variation in 

the thickness of the vertically hung joists (See H. Horner report App. 11).  

 

West cross wing looking south. 

Apex pegged rafters and pegged 

upper collars.  

Intersection 

between west 

cross wing and 

main roof (on the 

right). The 

principal rafter, 

stub collar, queen 

and raking struts 

stand on the tie 

beam, which is 

supported by the 

wall plate. This is 

located above the 

void between the 

two stud walls, 

see below for 

more details. 

Detail of pegged rafter and collar in 

west cross wing 

Tusk tenon purlin where it meets the 

principal rafter of Truss D, clasped by 

the recessed collar 
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            Double tusk, diminished haunch joist         Greys Court, same carpentry detail                 

 tenoned into tie beam, Bay IV  tie beam and tusk tenon joist. The laths

       essential for the plaster ceiling are visible  

                                                                                    under the ceiling joist.                                                             

 

These vertically laid joists, together with the floorboards they support, achieve the same depth as 

that of the tie beam and give the opportunity of fastening the ceiling laths to their soffits on one 

level  – as clearly shown in the Greys Court example (also see drawing in Appendix 11), thereby 

allowing for decorated plaster work without the interruption of ceiling beams. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                            

 

 

 

 

View  down into gap between ‘solar’ and rococo room, at some 2 m from the north wall. Next to 

the stud wall one can just make out some 

rough masonry. This seems to be part of the stone 

work next to the two-centre arch window near 

the north/east corner of  the ‘solar’ below. 
The question whether the window was 

larger remains unanswered as the  

crude masonry indicates some 

kind of demolition or poorly executed 

alterations, which were then ingeniously  

hidden by the stud work and panelling of  

the late C16th .  

 

                                                                  

View down from the attic floor 

into the 0.79 m  wide and c.1.50 m 

deep gap between the two first 

floor rooms. 

 

The two strong timber stud walls 

(only one visible in this 

photograph) support the C16th  

panelling in the ‘solar’ and the 
C18th  one in the rococo music 

room. The studs also appear to 

replace the upper part of the lost 

earlier masonry ‘tower’ structure.  
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The rear stair block     
 

This is assumed to be the stair block of the Elizabethan mansion, but the evidence remains 

circumstantial. - The dendro dates of this rear wing are similar to those of the main range, i.e. 

1567/8, but there are a number of second hand timbers and generally the timber quality is poorer 

than that of the main roof. It measures 4 m by 3.30 m and the north end of its roof is supported 

by the rafters of the axial roof. The south, west and east walls are of box framed construction 

with lath and plaster infill panels. The north wall is of thin scantling, covered with lath and 

plaster on the north side, and is an insertion was a consequence of the division of the roof space 

by the construction of the large dome. This made it necessary to create a raised gangway 

between the eastern and western parts of the roof from which the former stair head, now a small 

attic, is reached.  

 

There is a two-light window in each of the east and south walls. They are of a similar type to 

that in the south wall of the main attic range, but of less quality. Although they too have some 

cavetto or hollow chamfer mouldings, this is not consistent. The north jamb of the east window 

is formed directly by the post of the truss. Iron diamond mullions survive in the east window, 

but have been removed from the south window. (See C. Howlett, App.4 and P.Clark, App.12) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                    

 

                                                                             

 

 

 

Stair block rafters above, looking north where 

they adjoin the back of the main axial roof.  

A traditional queen strut truss with clasped 

purlins occupies the central staircase roof 

 



 18 

 
 

First floor landing: The floor above the landing has been raised by some 0.50 m to allow for 

the construction of the highly decorated coffered ceiling of the principal staircase, part of the 

C18th alterations to the building, since then forming the grand access to the domed music room. 

 
 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                        

                  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       

 

 

 

 

 

The elegant ‘Wedgwood’ ceiling is the reason for the raised floor in the south attic room 

above.  The pedimented doorway on the first floor landing gives access to the domed ‘music’ 
room.  It is assumed that the earlier staircase continued up to serve the attic, which dates to 

the C16th construction phase. This is confirmed by the surviving moulded mullion windows 

as well as the dendro dates we have for the timber frame of this small rear block.    
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Summary and Discussion:  Both the surviving cavetto moulded mullioned windows and 

the 1568 dendro dates of the roof members of bays 1 - 4 and rear block (see plan in App. 12) 

confirm the mid-Elizabethan building date for this range. It retains within it a substantial, earlier, 

two-storey stone built structure to which  rooms on three floors were added on its east side; the 

whole measuring 19.15m in length. It is possible that within the eastern section there also 

remains part of an earlier building, for which there is only circumstantial evidence at present in 

the form of the large doorway shown on the Blagrave drawing and the blocked opening in the 

opposite, or south wall of the present hall. This seems to indicate a medieval cross passage plan, 

but may simply represent a convenient arrangement for accessing the rear courtyard, based on 

medieval precedent and the lay-out of the existing domestic ranges behind the Tudor hall range.  

 

The contemporary staircase block was built at the back giving access to all floors until altered   

during a C18th modernisation campaign.  

 

The wide oak floor boards extended over the whole attic, as well as the lower rooms, and are 

integral to it and contemporary with the roof structure. The floor boards are laid level with the 

tie beams into which they are rebated and pegged; they are supported by tall, vertically laid 8” 
by 2 ¾” joists, their soffits and those of the ties form a level underside to which the ceiling 

lathes are nailed. This is exactly the same construction as that observed at Greys Court, built a 

decade later.(Did Sir Francis Knollys use the same master carpenter as Sir Humprey Forster?) 

The whole attic floor/first floor ceiling forms a very strong, bracing element for these rubble 

stone walls. However, we do not know how the wall plates and ties were built into the stone 

walls; the investigations during major repairs at Greys Court have shown that this can be a very 

complex arrangement (App. 16). 

 

The roof structure is particularly interesting, as it was designed to cover two different buildings, 

the earlier ‘tower’ having a length of 8.95m against the 8.05m depth of the adjoining new part. 

The integral roof was achieved through the construction of a cross wing over the ‘tower’ at the 

west end to which the axial roof was added, creating an L-shaped plan. The axial roof runs to the 

east gable with a large dormer on its north side, presenting a unified, fashionable, multi gabled 

roof as shown on the 1586 drawing. NB the former north gable of the ‘tower’ shown by Bla- 

grave was removed and a new gable added, probably when the C18th kitchen was built.)   

 

The medieval ‘tower’ consists of a large room on each of the ground and first floors. The first 

floor room is very tall measuring 3.39 m against the ground floor room’s 2.93 m.  The original 

rubble stone masonry walls with ashlar dressings can be seen at the first floor doorway up to a 

height of 2.45 m in the south corner of the west wall. It is also visible at the reveal of the 

damaged gothic stone window in the east wall.  The window, now blocked on the east by the 

stud and plaster work of the adjoining music room, shows that this was an external wall. More 

can be seen of the surviving stone wall adjoining this window as viewed by removing attic floor 

boards above and through a narrow gap between panelling and window reveal. It seems that this 

was the only window, it certainly is the only visible one in this wall.  The two floor-to-ceiling 

stud walls, which form part of this east wall, appear contemporary with the attic floor structure. 

To replace whatever was missing of the earlier stone walls and roof with a new structure was 

essential. Stout studs covered with fashionable panelling was the obvious answer, as without it 

the two first floor rooms would not have been habitable. Square oak panelling was coming in at 

that time and must have been installed as part of the building campaign for which the timbers 

were felled in 1568, although many alterations to the panelling are visible.  What was replaced 

by the C18th panelling of the remodelled music room?  Perhaps this too had square panelling 

first?  There is much re-used panelling in the hall, parts of which are very similar to that in the 

two ‘tower’ rooms, but somewhat carelessly put up and added to. (Also see report by D. Clark 

App 7, who indentifies the alterations in the panelling especially that of the hall.) 
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The first floor doorway in the west wall retains all its original features such as fine ashlar 

mouldings, remains of plasterwork, a 0.60m deep draw beam socket and iron pintels for a 

substantial door.  This doorway is now accessed from a later landing, but must have been served 

by another structure or a staircase. It is possible that it had an external staircase, suggested by the 

door’s defensive nature. Based on the evidence of the window and doorway, located in opposite,  

substantial stone walls, which determine the existence of two outer walls, the name ‘Tower’ was 

used to describe the structure as a whole. The putative designation of ‘Solar’ for the upper 

chamber is based on the quality of the medieval work especially in the well preserved ashlar 

mouldings of the doorway, making this room a candidate for having been the private chamber, 

which could be secured from the inside, if necessary.   

 

In a small basement area under the rear stair, c 0.45 m below floor level, the rubble stone and 

tile south/west corner of the medieval building is exposed, see scale drawing below. The use of 

tiles as quoins is interesting, although it might have been a necessary element in the construction 

of a chalk friable block rubble wall. Or is it a repair? The detailed report by Avis Lloyd  

(App. 13) leaves the possibility of Roman material having been used.   

 

Abutting this corner on the left are the foundations of the plinth for the lobby on the south side 

of the stack. This supports very rough and much altered stud work, which appears to be the 

remnant of an earlier building, may be the small lean-to shown by Blagrave at the western end? 

It appears to pre-date the kitchen wing (roof dendro dated to 1722), which it abuts. 
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This ‘tower’ may not have been a solitary building but part of a longer range, perhaps similar to 

the plan of C14th Stokesay Castle, Shropshire, where the tall solar and service blocks adjoin the 

medieval hall at either end. From that hall long timber stairs rise up to the first floor apartments. 

A secure door in such a location, separating the business of the hall from the private chambers of 

its owners, may not have been unusual,  

 

The fire places on both floors have no medieval features and the walls being completely 

panelled, make it impossible to find evidence for the construction of an earlier stack, although 

the lower part is built of c. 2” brick, indicating an early building date. It is difficult to assess 

whether John Blagrave’s drawing shows a chimney in this location, but there is an indication of 
a possible short stack, quite unlike the others drawn so conspicuously at the  south/eastern end as 

well as those shown at most of the courtyard buildings. Chimneys were important status symbols 

and it seems unlikely that Blagrave did not give all existing chimneys prominence; therefore one 

cannot say with certainly whether what Blagrave drew against the west gable wall was a short 

chimney stack or perhaps the smoke louvre of a medieval kitchen ?    

 

The Forster family living accommodation must have been greatly enhanced by the addition of a 

spacious, heated hall, probably entered from a screens passage, heated upper chambers and 

spacious attic accommodation with integral oak flooring, windows a  multi gabled roof. There  

may also have been one fire place, but the relevant area of the flue at the back wall is rendered 

and hides the evidence for any possible former hearth.  

 

This construction is very similar to others of the period; the closest is that of Greys Court, built 

by Sir Francis Knollys in 1573/74 (App. 16), which has the same vertical double tusked ceiling 

joists just like those here at Harpsden Court.  Modern comforts at Grey also included a new 

staircase in the purpose built rear block; glazed, mullioned windows and wall panelling. Square 

oak panelling with ovolo moulding was popular from the 1580s (Linda Hall p.138). 

 

Although there were three first floor rooms this would not have provided much bedroom 

accommodation for the family, especially since large first floor rooms were often used as ‘Great 
Chambers’ i.e. as drawing rooms. It is possible that the attic too was used by the family, rather 

than for staff, as was the case by the C 19th. The likely access from the main staircase to it, as 

well as the short stub collars of the attic trusses, ensured good access throughout. Another 

possible use may have been that of a long gallery, as seen in other houses of the period such as 

at Chastleton House, North Oxfordshire, built at the start of the C17th. 

 

The use for staff accommodation, which certainly existed later, probably came about after the 

construction of the dome for the Rococo room below in the C18th, which blocked the central 

attic and created several individual spaces. The steep, narrow stairs with winder next to the 

western stack must have been inserted once the top part of the Tudor stairs had been lost. The 

building of the early C18th kitchen at the western end of the range had brought an important 

function into the main building as well as the need for more household staff (App.15). The 

substantial, Regency south/east rear wing would have provided more accommodation as well as 

making the removal of any still existing rear courtyard buildings desirable as well as probably 

necessary.  A long, low C19th service wing was added on the west side, bringing all the 

functions needed for the running of a great house under one roof.   

 

Many questions about the building remain unanswered, but thanks to the very generous access 

granted by the owners a start has been made. After centuries of serving the manorial lords the 

house has also found a new way of earning its keep. It has often played host to television and 

film crews and has become familiar to many viewers, although preserving its anonymity. See 

App. 18 for film and television series made here forming the latest chapter of its long history.  
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