
  VERNACULAR BUILDINGS RESEARCH 

 HENLEY ARCHAEOLOGICAL & HISTORICAL GROUP  

 

 

Parish/County: Henley-on-Thames, Oxon     Owner: A.& D. Simmons  

Street and House name:    Recorded by:  Members of   

Old Bell House, 9 Northfield End             the OBR, Report No 293

 Date: Dec.2. 2016/ Jan. 2017 

Dendro Dated: Rear hall and north aisle;  winter 1471/2     
Dan Miles, Oxford Dendro Lab. Report: November 2017/52 Alterations and additions to 

text: 8.8. and 8.12.2017 R.G.  

        

Listing grade and entry text:  Gd II 

                

The house is listed as a three storey building of C18 and early C19 with a stucco façade, flat 

bracketed wooden eaves cornice and slate roof; with sash windows throughout and Venetian 

windows at first floor level, a porch with Doric columns, moulded hood and a 6 panelled door.  

 

This describes the front elevation well, but ignores the earlier building behind the façade, which 

becomes visible when one looks at it from the north side and rear. Here the rear roofs are steeply 

pitched and tiled, showing that the front house wall was raised, with the roof given a shallow 

pitch to allow for attic rooms with increased head height, windows and the use of slates.   

            

   

        
   

Known History: See Appendix research into previous owners and occupants carried out by 

Mrs. Dorothy Simmons 

 

Synopsis:   This report looks at the evidence from the earliest parts of the house. It needs to be 

read in conjunction with the survey reports in the Appendix by David Clark, Paul Clark (N.B. 

reports predate the 1471/2 dendro dating) and historical research by Dorothy Simmons.  

This report concentrates on recording the two timber framed bays with their three sooted trusses, 

wall framing and north aisle. All are visible within the first floor south rear range and the loft 

above. There is some evidence of other early timber framing in the form of a post, brace and 

rails in the g.f. south wall. Further evidence of a south aisle exist in the north wall of No. 7 in the 

form of parts of an arcade post and plate.   

There is also the evidence of a previous front range roof, only preserved in the southernmost 

attic bedroom, which predates the large scale alterations to the front wall with its Georgian, 

Venetian, attic fenestration and pillared front door.    

The two cellars accessed from the service passage and located under part of the south-east 

ground floor entrance hall and under the street indicate the existence of a still earlier building, as 

the three foot thick masonry wall between cellars 1 and 2 does not appear to be related to the 

present 15th and 18th/early19th century structures above ground.      

South rear range 



        

               The South Rear Range  
 

This consists of the entrance hall and separate narrow side entrance passageway connecting the 

street entrance with the rear kitchen and other services, now used as the dining room. 

This was very probably the former kitchen, but has been greatly altered with the insertion of 

heavy scantling modern timber posts and beams supporting the ceiling and timber framed bays 

above. Only the large former inglenook type fire place (with inserted modern chimney breast) 

with part of an iron pulley, probably part of a former spit, now indicates its previous domestic 

use. The location of two brick and chalk lined well, one only a few yards to the north of this 

building, formerly in a small court yard (now in the newly built conservatory) also indicates its 

essential service use. The inclusion of the former aisle on its north side by the removal of a  

possible stud wall, still in evidence upstairs, has turned this space into an almost square room. 

The former aisle may have been used as a pantry or continued as a separate smoke bay once the 

open hall had been chambered over giving its inhabitants the comforts of a private heated 

bedroom for the first time in the building’s history, probably in Tudor times during ‘the great 
rebuilding’.1 
 

Side entrance passage  

This is located inside the south gable of the house, formerly accessed by a service door in the 

front/east elevation and leading to the rear service area. Both are now blocked. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This narrow passageway was created by inserting a dividing wall into the southern reception 

room. The wall itself consists of a tall, rendered masonry plinth supporting a stud wall of narrow 

scantling, poor quality timbers, which were not meant to be exposed. There is panelling up to 

dado height on the north side in the adjoining, elegant reception room, clearly indicating 

distinctly separate uses of these two spaces.  

 

On the south side of this passage evidence of a formerly substantial timber framed wall survives.  

Its most prominent feature is the wall post  - see drawing above. This post is located 3.25 m back 

from the front wall; it now has an approximate width of 0.20 m, but the original size of the 

timber is difficult to assess, as it is in a very poor condition, damaged, much repaired and very 

heavily painted, but it is in the right position to have been the most easterly arcade post of the 

aisled hall .     

 

For a detailed description and photographs of this passageway please see David Clark’s 

description on P.5  of his Report ( Appendix  2) 

 

 

                                                 
1 See W G Hoskins ‘The Making of the English Landscape’ 

South wall in g.f. passage way, north 

elevation. D. Clark.   

NB possibly Truss IV of rear range, with  

slot for brace from post to axial beam ? 



Cellar II is accessed directly from a trap door in the passageway; its location under this access 

to the services at the rear of the house, as well as its construction with flat laid softwood ceiling 

joists, indicates an 19th C. construction date. It is c. 1.85 high. The walls are mostly rendered, 

showing irregular brick, flint and rubble masonry. The north wall consists of c. 0.60 m thick 

masonry, but its fabric too is hidden under cement render. The wall does not support the ceiling.  

There is a wide, but shallow relieving arch in the south wall (indicated in sketch form on the 

plan drawing below). -  A low entrance leads through the c. 1 m thick masonry wall to Cellar I;  

in both side corners of the entrance are two moulded recesses, half way up the wall, of unknown 

purpose, but indicating that this may be an original entrance.   

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    Wall Post c. 3.20 m from front wall 
The location of this narrow corridor is directly above Cellar II  with a hatch and companion ladder stair 

leading down;  NB it is here drawn separately to allow a better view of the cellar plan. (see pencilled in 

arrows on the plan indicating actual location of this corridor and stairs)  

Cellar I 

Cellar I, looking west towards Cellar II 

 

This shows one of the segmental arch 

vaultings which cuts across the niches cut in 

the c.1 m thick masonry wall between the two 

cellars.  

Therefore, this wall and storage niches must 

have been built prior to the construction of the 

present vaulted ceiling. The latter consists of 

three segmental arches, which meet at a 

shallow boss or roundel at the central point of 

the ceiling, only 1.10 m high (due to 

substantial raising of the floor level to avoid 

flooding from the Assendon Brook ?)  

The cellar’s rear west wall may lie partly 

below the front wall of the house, possibly 

acting as its foundation?  However,  the cellar 

itself extends east below the present street 

surface by some 3-4 m, part of a separate, very 

likely much earlier structure occupying the 

eastern edge of the town’s pre-enclosure, 

medieval northfield.     

 

Set into the east masonry wall is the date 1733 

with the initials T O, indicating occupation and 

possibly building works by Thomas Ovey.  



The south range first floor rooms and loft space above   

 

Here two and a half trusses of the original timber framed building survive well and tell a quite 

different story from that of the ‘Palladian look’ front elevation. As in many other Henley 

residences, the modernizations carried out around 1800 left most of the earlier back ranges 

alone, because they were needed for their many household uses and did not have to be altered to 

impress. Here modernization meant the adding of a substantial brick stack for kitchen and 

chamber fire places and the insertion of a floor, creating a heated upper chamber. Thus the open 

hearth, which left its mark in the form of so many sooted timbers in the space above, was no 

longer needed.   

 

The chamber above impresses with its heavy scantling timbers, curved wind and arch braces; 

one of these is only partly visible in the south wall, but is still extant together with the corner 

post and can be seen at the back of No. 7. ( See photograph below)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bay A, Truss I, looking west. Above the two modern 

windows the tie beam, studs and collar of the truss survive 

well. Some empty mortises, visible in the soffit of the tie 

beam confirm the former wattle & daub panels below.  

 

View of south roof with tie beam of truss II, 

showing substantial curved wind braces between 

principal rafter and purlin.  

All timbers are sooted, including the slight scantling 

rafters of the adjoining north aisle roof ( not visible 

here ) .  

Collar with holes in its soffit, 

i.e. the former position of studs 

between it and tie groove below. 



 

 

  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

      

Truss II, east elevation.  

Dotted lines show lost or hidden timbers for which there is evidence. In the case of the 

curved brace on the right this is merely based on the wall post mortice; the relevant tie 

beam soffit having been cut away. There is less evidence of a former matching brace 

on the left, as a new, straight brace was inserted. There are several other new timbers 

as well as old mortises for posts and another possible brace slot; all of which muddy 

the waters for understanding this 1441/2 tie beam’s former varied uses.   

The top of the tie beam can be understood, as its continuous groove (dotted line drawn 

into top face of tie beam)  matches the empty stave holes  in the soffit (underside) of 

the collar above. These staves were part of a wattle & daub stud partition, which still 

survives in the attic.   

Drawing:  R. Gibson January 2017                                                                                        

 

Truss III, southern part, west 

face. NB parts of the arcade plate 

and post can be seen in the wall at 

No.7. 

 

The northern part of Truss III was 

removed when the ca 1800 

circular staircase was inserted. 

 

Both faces of the tie beam are  

sooted, the east face shows no 

sign of weathering, i.e. the 

building must have continued 

towards the street to a possible 

Truss IV, of which only a 

mutilated post survives. ( See D. 

Clark drawing above)  

 

Pt. of the north wall of 

Bay B, with evidence of 

a former window 

opening (right) and tall 

w.& d. infill panel (left), 

below the wall plate, 

formerly closing off the 

aisle.  

 
Drawing:  R. Gibson, 2017 

South external brick wall of No 9,  

as seen from neighbouring No. 7 

 

Here the evidence for the existence of an unaltered 

original timber framed building is confirmed. The 

wide arch brace connecting corner post and wall 

plate have remained unaltered since the original 

building was fashioned by its carpenters and erected 

on this site.  

  

The post can only just be glimpsed next to the pro-

jecting brick quoins of the adjoining much taller, 

later brick and flint garden wall. It still fulfils the job 

of corner arcade post to Truss I. Most of the wall is 

now underbuilt in brick. This may have happened 

when the brick stack was inserted and/or after the 

south aisle was removed.    



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Close-up view of 1st floor, south wing, rear 

bedroom, Bay A on plan.  

 

Here the corner post and arch brace, just 

glimpsed from No. 7 (above picture) in the 

later brick wall, are clearly seen. Another arch 

brace rises from the same post to the tie beam 

of western Truss I. Here the timber framing is 

complete and impressive; unaltered since it was 

felled in the winter of 1471/2,  prepared and 

erected by skilled carpenters. 

  

The later stack was inserted in front of the 

timber framed wall for fire places in the 

kitchen and the newly created upper chamber.       

2nd floor, front range, south/eastern attic bedroom.  

Here an earlier timber framed roof survives: its two 

steep principal rafters behind the raised front wall and 

inserted attic window are clear evidence for the  last 

alterations, which gave the building its attractive, but 

only ‘skin deep’  Palladian frontage.  

Most of the exposed timbers show signs that they are 

re-used; evidence for a possible building date of this 

front range demonstrating that timber had become an 

expensive commodity.  

Soffit of north wall plate, Bay B, showing rectangular 

mortises for studs of a former opening. (Also see scale 

drawing above of this feature). NB all timbers are 

sooted, a strong indicator that the opening served as a 

smoke outlet with bars, rather than a glazed window.  

 

The wide head (jowl) of the central wall post  (truss II on plan) shows the quality of the 

oak used. Its wide, flat cut top supports the tie beam ( here cut away to allow head room) 

and principal rafter, as well as the wall plate, which is tenoned into its back.  

 

This is the typical assembly, seen in many timber framed buildings from the mid 15th C 

onwards until the demise of the traditional framing tradition in the latter C 17th  with the 

increase in local brick making and their use as a vernacular buildings material.   



These two timbers are visible at the top 

of the stairs at No. 7, they are part of truss III 

 (see 1st floor plan and drawing of part of Truss 

III  above) and located at  6.10 m from the front 

wall of No. 9; i.e. they are clearly parts of the 

arcade post and arcade plate between nave and  

former south aisle of the open hall.  

 

These remnants together with the arcade post 

and arch brace of truss I, (see photograph above 

of the south face of No. 9) is all that remains of 

the south aisle.  

 

There was obviously a need to create a tall 

carriage way entrance to the rear, shown on the 

1878 map below, and therefore the low aisle 

timbers had to go when this access was created.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Add some  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

No 9 

1878 Henley O.S map 

No 9 Northfield End in circa 1910 



Summing up and Discussion: 

 
At first sight there seemed to be three main phases in the development of the house, quite easily 

identified: 

 The front range with its Georgian fenestration and porch, its Venetian windows and 

stuccoed walls, the raised front wall to allow for attic windows and additional bedrooms, 

and the shallow slate roof pitch, all point to a c. 1800 date, built whilst in the well 

documented ownership of the Ovey family. The interior arrangements of the front rooms 

with panelling, fire places and elegant circular staircase with stick balusters, all confirm 

this date range.  

 The survival of timber framed queens post roof trusses in the south/east front attic 

bedroom confirm that this front range had been built, or rebuilt earlier with  a steeply 

pitched tiled roof. The use of mostly second hand timbers points to somewhere around 

1700 for this phase. The most interesting fact is that the steeply pitched common and 

principal rafters had not been removed in this one attic room, whilst there was no sign of 

in the other attic rooms, where the front wall height was increased to allow for the 

insertion of windows and better head height. At the back the steep tiled roof slope was 

retained throughout, a practice used in many other town buildings of the period, 

confirming that the Georgians loved to show off their new, modern, public elevations 

whilst retaining the less visible early roofs at the back. -   Out of sight out of mind ! 

 

 The date stone in the vaulted front cellar (cellar I on plan)  T O  1733  points to the 

documented ownership of Thomas Ovey. However, if it is in its original position; does it 

mean the cellar was built at that time?  The circa 1 m thick wall visible between the two 

cellars and the fact that cellar I extends east by some 3 m under the pavement in front of 

the house is a conundrum, unknown in any other Henley building. The two storage 

recesses in its west wall, cut by the vaulted ceiling, seem to confirm that this wall does 

pre-date the ceiling.  

 

 In addition there is a further circa 0.60 m thick masonry wall running along the north 

side of cellar II, but it does not support the timber ceiling joists of the floor above. Was 

cellar II built against the masonry wall of an existing, substantial, earlier structure, which 

does not relate to the present front range above it, but may have been part of a larger sub-

structurer?   

 

 Without being able to assess the nature of the masonry of the thick cellar walls, nor that 

of the original floors or ceiling, all having been heavily tanked with concrete, the age of 

these below ground structures cannot be assessed. They clearly pre-date the timber 

framed house and appear not to be related to the plan form of the existing above ground 

building.  The location of Cellar I under the street strongly suggests that this is a building 

pre-dating the existing, wide road lay out. There is also evidence from another building 

that the former North Street was narrower than it is now; Nos. 74 & 78 Bell Street are the 

wings of an open hall, now No. 76 Bell Street. This substantial medieval house stands on 

the east side of the street, diagonally opposite of No 9. The wings have both been cut 

back by some 1 ½ to 2 m creating a flat frontage. Judging from the uniform brick work 

and sash windows of the three cottages this was done in the mid to late C19th when this  

medieval timber framed building (1405) was divided into staff accommodation, serving 

the large Brakspear maltings behind.      

 

 The rear south range:  All trusses show signs of sooting although some timbers are too 

heavily painted to be able to see this clearly. The evidence of smoke blackening is 

confirmed by the sooted, principal rafters in the loft; many of the common rafters having 

been replaced. There is also smoke blackening on the wattle & daub infill panels, which 

survive well in the loft, but are only indicated below the ceiling through empty stave 



holes. The empty mortises of former studs in the north wall between the main chamber 

and the north aisle are also sooted. Was this aisle used independently, at least for a time?  

The fact that its dendro dates of 1771/2 and that of the main chamber are the same shows 

that both are of the same build.  

 

 The evidence for the former infill panels points to bays A and B having had closed 

trusses, i.e. were they used as individual smoke bays? A number of large iron nails can 

still be seen in the timbers above head height; another sign of smoke being used for a 

purpose. Was it a bacon loft or/and did it serve the malting of barley; kilns, as we know 

them now, only coming into documented use from c. 1700 onwards.  The malting of 

barley was much in evidence according to Dr. Robert Plott’s  ‘Natural History of 
Oxfordshire’ 16772. All consumers, individual households, inns and merchants 

producing their own for brewing as well as for selling on to the thirsty London market.   

 

 Truss III only survives in part, its cambered tie beam having been severely cut back, but 

the fact that its east face is smooth and cannot have been exposed to weathering is 

evidence that the range extended further east.  

 

 The survival of the single wall post (a putative Truss IV), studs and mid-rails in the south 

wall of the narrow corridor on the ground floor show that this was part of a timber 

framed bay (a putative BAY C).  Subsequently a rather meanly constructed stud wall was 

inserted, which created a direct corridor from the street (via a now blocked door way) to 

the services at the back. This ensured that the everyday comings and goings of servants 

and goods did not intrude on the occupants, an absolute must for polite society and 

genteel living of the C18th. This lay-out is very much a feature of some of the then newly 

built, rather grand, early/mid 18th C. houses opposite in Bell Street (’ Rupert House’, 
‘Countess Gardens’ )   
 

 The enigmatic wall post stands some 3.25 m from the front wall and there is the evidence 

of a mortice for a possible brace (see drawing above by D. Clark), which would have 

projected directly into this narrow corridor and was therefore removed. Originally it 

would have been part of the bracing of the early aisled hall. Did this hall end here butting 

up against a front range standing at right angles to the road (as it does now) or did it 

come further forward? And how does it relate to the cellar, now under the pavement, 

unless all the evidence for a much earlier building extending further east above the 

existing cellar was removed when the long street range was built. Perhaps by Thomas 

Ovey in 1733 ?   

 

 The heavy cement mortar is a profound obstacle to identifying the origins of the very 

thick masonry cellar walls. What is evident is that here we have remnants of  an early, 

very substantial building at an important location, where three roads meet, close to a 

Thames crossing point at Bell Lane, as well as wharves. It is also close to the location of 

the royal manor, pre-dating the planned town. Antonia Catchpole in her Analysis of the 

Town3   adds this triangular piece of land to the manorial centre. May be the area was in 

use as an early market place and this building was an inn or had a commercial use.   

 

 The name of the ‘Old Bell House’, the description of fire damage to an inn called The 

Bell in the C17th  whilst in the ownership of the Whitlocks 4 ,lords of the manor; the two 

rebuilding phases of its entire front range, the existence of the tethering posts and the 

substantial cellar with its segmental arches and 1 m thick walls well beyond the present 

foot print, suggest a commercial rather than a purely domestic building. We now know 

                                                 
2 VCH Vol XVI, p. 85 
3 P.13 of  ‘Henley-on-Thames town, trade and river’ by Simon Townley in the EPE series, 2009 
4 A. Cottingham ‘The Hostelries of Henley’ 2000 



that the smoke blackened, aisled hall is late medieval, its timbers having been felled in 

the winter of 1471/72 on the Burrow Farm Estate in Hambleden. Was the building’s 

principal use that of preserving, processing and storing of comestibles, as the sooting 

suggests -  was it an inn or a merchant’s house, or both? May be it was the forerunner of 

The Bell itself, before a new Bell Inn was built in its present form as a large coaching inn 

in the mid 18th C on the opposite side of the road? – We know from many examples that 

names of P.Hs. in the town were not tied to one place 5. After all we have now got 

another ‘Ye Olde Bell’ in Bell Street, which was only given this name in 1920 6. 

 

 

Post Script:  Since reading Dan Miles’ report on the tree-ring dating of this house I became 

aware that the growth ring sequences found here matched those of two buildings at Burrow 

Farm, Hambleden, which our HA&HG recorded in 1985. These were the jettied wing of Burrow 

farmhouse, dendro dated by Dan Miles to 1494, and the aisled barn to 1443. Dan Miles’ decades  
of working in this field, and especially in our area, has brought great results in finding over  

lapping sequences and enabled the accurate dating of many local timber framed buildings. – 

However, the fact that he was also able to identify that the oaks at 9 Northfield End came from 

the same source as those used at Barrrow Farm, a still heavily wooded Chiltern area, makes 

these dates even more interesting.  

 

The Palmers, owners of Barrow Farm, who are very interested in the history of their estate, 

commissioned research, carried out by Penelope Olsen. Mr. Palmer kindly gave us a copy of her 

unpublished report. From this the ownership sequences of Burrow Farm can be followed 

through the centuries.   

 

At the time of the felling of the oaks in 1443 for constructing the aisled barn Burrow Farm 

belonged to the heirs of John Devyne of Henley, who had bought it in 1434. It was owned by 

them until 1477, when it was sold on by the window of Johann Devyne.  

 

Our Northfield End aisled hall’s felling date of 1471/72 clearly belongs to the period of the 

Devyne ownership of Burrow (leased to a John Levying). It is an interesting time as it was also a 

John Devyne who together with John Elmes, both wealthy merchants, bought the plot of land, to 

the east of  St Mary’s churchyard in Henley in 1445, where the so called Chantry House now 

stands.  -  Is there a connection or is it just a co-incidence?  May be the builder of No. 9 simply 

purchased his large oaks from Burrow farm, as being the most conveniently located?  Or were 

the Devynes property speculators, who bought land and vacant plots and then proceeded to erect 

buildings to invest in their new properties; like the great aisled barn at Burrow Farm in 1443? Its 

five wide bays are witness to housing and processing the large harvests of a very substantial 

estate. – Did they also own the plot at Northfield End where there was room for another aisled 

building, the only known aisled hall in Henley. May be another coincidence, but the similarities 

in building design and provenance of building materials are striking.    

 

It is more than likely that the Devynes were also closely involved with the building of the 

Chantry House soon after having acquired the plot of land in 1445. (Unfortunately no tree ring 

dates, as the timbers are too fast grown). The family is still documented until c.1552 7  and there 

can be little doubt, that they had a hand in building it as a commercial speculation together with 

John Elmes, the co-owner and very wealthy, local merchant.  

   
Recorded by members of the OBR and HA&HG, David Clark, Paul Clark, Chris Howlett 

Ruth Gibson, Peter Anderson,  

Historical research: Dorothy Simmons.  

Overall report and Summing up:  Ruth Gibson, 8.12.2017 

                                                 
5 A. Cottingham ‘The Hostelries of Henley’ 
6 Ibid P. 162 
7 S. Townley ‘Henley-on-Thames town trade and river’ Panel 4  



 

 


