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Court Farm, Lower Almondsbury

By K.A. RODWELL

Introduction

In May 1989 the author was invited by English Heritage to undertake a structural analysis of
Court Farm, Lower Almondsbury (FIG. 1) during comprehensive repairs and alterations to the
former farmhouse. This involved the stripping-out of internal partitions and plasterwork;
exposing roof and floor timbers; opening up fireplaces and other blocked features; demolishing
outbuildings, and removing the old external pointing. Much of this work had been carried out
before the survey began, so that it was not possible to study plaster finishes; but on the other
hand many features which would not otherwise have been visible were exposed. 'The survey was
carried out by direct measurement and recorded in a series of plans and elevations at a scale of
1:50. 1 should like to thank R.D. Bell, who assisted with the measurement and made a
photographic record, and the builders for their co-operation during the survey work.

FIG. 1 Court Farm, Almondsbury; the farmhouse from the SW with building work in progress.
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History

The manor of Almondsbury was granted to St Augustme s Abbey, Bristol by Robert
FiczHarding at its foundation in 1148 (VCH 1907, p. 79). Itis recorded in Abbot Newland’s Roll
(Jeayes 1889-90, pp. 117-30) that building- worl\ at the manor was carried out under two
15th-century abbots, Walter Newbery (1428-1473) who built ‘diverse Howsynges’ there (ibid. , p.
129), and John Newland (1481-1515), who repaired the manor of Almondsbury (ibid., p. 130).
Abbot Newbery was deposed between 1451 and 1456, and according to Smyth (Maclean 1885,
p. 53) the building-work took place after his restoration. Both men also repaired or extended a
number of other properties belonging to the abbey, including Ashleworth, Glos. (Verey 1976, p.
90).

After the dissolution of the monasteries, the manor was granted to Miles Partrige in 1544/5,
who conveyed it to Arthur Darcy in 1553, In 1558/9 his son Henry Darcy sold it to Thomas
Chester, who became Mayor of Bristol in 1569 and High Sheriff in 1577. In the late 16th century
either he, or his son William (1563—-1607), built a new house, Knole Park (Kingsley 1989, p. 117)
half a mile south-west, with a prospect of the Bristol Channel. Here his descendants were living
in 1712, when Atkyns recorded that ‘the ancient mansion house stood necar the church; the
remaining part of it is converted into a farmhouse.’ (Atkyns 1712, pp. 109-11).

The earliest map of Court Farm also dates from ¢. 1700" and sho“s just the two surviving
medieval buildings (black on FIG. 2). In a survey of 17677 these are described as ‘A house of 7

toundotion

Court Farm

FIG. 2 Court Farm, Almondsbury; location map, based on OS 1:2500 map, 1939 revision.
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bays, a barn of 5 bays and a cart hovel. Stone building covered with slate in good repair.” The
tenant was a Mr Taylor, who farmed 144 acres. The tithe map of 1838% and the first edition of the
25 inches to the mile O.S. map (surveyed 1879) depict the farm in the form it retained until its
recent conversion (FIG. 2). An undated ink drawing of the house from the west by S.]. Loxton,
and a photograph of the barn range arc illustrated in a recent history of the village (Walker 1987,
pp- 51, 22). Court Farm was also recorded prior to the present alterations by Linda Hall, and
included in her survey of houses in the region (Hall 1983, pp. 117-9).

- Building Sequence

Five main periods can be distinguished in the development of the building, illustrated in plan
(FIG. 3) and a series of elevations (FIGS. 4-6).

PERIOD 1

The cast, west and south walls of the building are original, although fragmented by later
alterations. They are built of small pieces of stone set in orange loam. Eaves-level was 2.5 m
below the present wall-head, and can be seen most clearly inside Room 10 (FIG. 4). Part of the
south gable is also visible in Room 6.

Fhe east jamb of the much-altered large fireplace in Room 1a belongs to this phase. Next to it,
in the east wall is the blocked splay of a window, which retains its plaster. It is set fairly high and
indicates that this end of the range was a single storey open to the roof. There was another
window of this type in the west wall. Both have been replaced by later windows. There are
original blocked doorways in both the east and west walls of Room 1.

The cross-wall which divides Room 1 from Room 2 belongs to the next phase, but there must
always have been a wall in this position, because the range to the north was storied. The evidence
for this is the fragmentary jamb of a first-floor door in the east wall of Room 2 (FIG. 5), and the
blocked mortice for a large square floor-joist in the centre of the north cross-wall, which is also
primary. These indicate that the original first floor was 1 m below the present level. Room 2 was
lit by a low window in the cast wall (replaced in period 2) and entered from Room 3 by a stone
doorway with a four-centred head and a plain chamfered moulding.

Room 3 was constructed as a gate-house; the opening in the east wall has simple square-cut
jambs and has lost its lintel, but the principal west elevation was more elaborate. The stone jambs
have a deep external chamfer, and are rebated internally for doors, with surviving hinge pins.
The chamfer is continued on the oak lintel, which appears to be original. There is no evidence for
the form of the original roof to this room, but it is probable that it continued the line of the rest of
the range.

PERIOD 2

Walls of this period were set in pink mortar; larger, squarer stones were used including a greater
proportion of lias. Room 1 was unaltered, except for the insertion of the present central
cross-wall, which contains a fireplace for Room 1b (not unblocked), and a door to Room 2, of
stone with a four-centred head. Above it and entered from the north is the jamb of a first floor
door, possibly to a closet in the thickness of the stack.

The centre of the range remained storied, with a new floor carried on small corbels set in the
north and south walls. A new door and window were created in the west wall of Room 2, and the
window in the east wall was repositioned. It is of narrow rectangular form, chamfered inside and
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FIG. 3 Court Farm, Almondsbury; plans.
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FIG. 5 Court Farm, Almondsbury; internal elevations, east and west walls.
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out, unglazed, but retaining its original grid of iron bars. All the surviving windows of this period
are of this type.

To the east a projecting two storied wing was added (Room 4). Ground floor access was via two
doors, one of which is now blocked, and the room was lit by windows in the south and east walls.
Two chamfered tie-beams for the original first floor survive 1.2 m below the present ceiling. The
upper room was lit by windows in all three walls, and had a door connecting with the room above
2. The position of the roof is indicated by a rebate in the east gable (FIG. 6), where the wall has
been built around the tie-beam of the terminal roof-truss. There were probably stairs in the
north-west corner of Room 4, lit by a (blocked) window set at an intermediate height, and with
access from the (blocked) ground-floor door.

In Room 3 the gateway was unaltered, but the north gable wall was completely rebuilt to
create a lofty first floor chamber. There were no windows in the gable; they must have been in
the east and west walls, which were rebuilt in Period 3. The south wall of this room, which had a
much higher roof than the rest of the range, must have been carried on the cross-wall between
Rooms 2 and 3.

PERIOD 3

Fairly large, squarish lumps of brown sandstone were used in work of this period, with thin
pieces of pennant used for levelling courses. The stone was set in orange loam.

The major alteration was the addition of a new first floor storey, raising the height of the full
range to the level of the Period 2 gatehouse. The new floor was carried on a series of large, square

# Lol ﬁr”

FIG. 7 4C0urt Farm, Almondsbury; ﬁrepléce, room 8.
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girders. In Room 1 these were morticed on both upper and lower edges for floor and ceiling
joists. In Room 2 they were only morticed for floor joists, and the lower edges were chamfered.
Over the gateway the girder ran north-south. The first floor was divided into two suites of two
rooms (6/7; 8/9), with an extra room in the extension (10). The pairs of rooms were divided by
timber-framed partitions. Each of the larger rooms had a fireplace; inserted into the cross-wall in
Room 8, and corbelled out from the east wall in Room 7. Both were of the same pattern, with
ogee-moulded four-centred arches and semi-octagonal stops on deep plinths (FIG. 7). Rooms 7
and 8 were lit from the west by a pair of six-light stone-mullioned and transomed windows with
hollow-chamfered mouldings. Rooms 6, 9 and 10 had two-light windows of the same pattern set
in the east wall, There is an oak-framed door between the two main rooms and a reused stone
doorway to Room 10. Both have four-centred heads. There was also an external door in the west
wall of Room 6, which must have led to stairs or a covered passage.

The roof (F1G. 8) dates from this period, except for the bays over the gateway. There are eight

FIG. 8 Court Farm, Almondsbury; roof and ceiling structure, room 7.
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surviving trusses, each with a tic beam at wall-plate level and a straight collar above. There is a
clasped ridge-piece and two threaded purlins on each roof slope. Most of the original common
rafters survive. None of the timbers is chamfered because this roof was not designed to be seen.
Running centrally down the building between each pair of tie beams are binders, morticed to
carry cciling joists, whose outer ends rested on the east and west walls. This makes it clear that
the first floor rooms had flat plastered ceilings. The roof over Room 10 is contemporary, and of
the same type; but smaller, with only one purlin per side.

On the ground floor relatively few alterations took place. One of the doors to Room 4 was
blocked, and also the door and window in the west wall of Room 2. In Room 1 the door in the
west wall was blocked, and a new three-light window (FIG. 5) with hollow-chamfered oak
mullions inserted in the east wall.

PERIOD 4

Work of this period was set in a buff-coloured loamy mortar with white inclusions. The ground
floor plan was modified by the insertion of a cross-passage between Rooms 1a and 1b. The door
in the east wall replaced one light of the period 3 window; both doors have reused stone frames.
In Room 1a the fireplace was reduced in size and a brick-built oven created. A passage was also
cut through the thickness of the stack in the south-west corner to a single storeyed extension. In
Room 1b the west window was enlarged and the fireplace reduced. A stair which was partially
recessed into the thickness of the wall, and was probably partitioned off, was created in the
north-east corner of the room, together with a stair light window. A two storied extension (5/11)
was added to the south side of the east wing, connected to Room 4 by an internal door, and with
an external south door protected by a lean-to pentice. The door to the first floor was on the
half-landing of the stairs. The east side of the gatehouse was blocked and replaced by a small
window, although the western opening was retained. A new west door was created in Room 2.

Upstairs, tie-bcams were inserted for new mezzaninc floors in Rooms 6 and 9. In Room 6 the
first floor door was blocked and the gable wall partly rebuilt to create a new window and an attic
stair.

At a slightly later date a gabled porch with a bulls-eye window was added to the west
elevation, and some of the ground floor windows were also altered.

PERIOD 5

Alterations of this period included bricks and were set in grey ash-mortar. The ground-floor
fireplaces were further reduced in size and the windows modernised; a new wooden stair was
inserted and a door to Room 5 created beneath it. A door was also made in the north wall of
Room 4. A stable door was inserted into the west side of the gateway, and the wall above rebuilt
with two tiers of windows; a window was inserted in the north gable and the roof above this part
of the range replaced. Various lean-to buildings were added to the south and east sides of the
house.

Interpretation and dating

There are two distinct phases to the history of this building. During Periods 1-3 it was a
subsidiary range in a manorial complex, and during Periods 4 and 5 the principal building of a
working farm (FIGS. 9-11).

The range appears to have been built to enlarge the accommodation of the manor. It
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incorporated a gatehouse with an adjoining store-room, above which was an unheated chamber
reached by an external stair. The southern end (Room 1) had no dividing floor, but was open to
the roof; it was probably always divided into two rooms, because there are two separate doors.
Room 1b was unheated and had a single window in the west wall, but Room 1la, which had a
fireplace, appears to have had a pair of windows in the east wall, for the surviving window splay
is set very close to the corner. Their exact form is unknown, but they probably resembled the
windows in the barn range. The most likely function of these rooms would have been as
lodgings.

The Period 2 alterations improved and extended the accommodation, by adding another
fireplace, a two-storeyed east wing and a chamber over the gate. This probably had more
elaborate windows than the narrow rectangular type used elsewhere at this period, in accordance
with its prominent position. Access to the three first-floor rooms appears to have been via a stair
in the north-west corner of the east wing.

The style of the doors, windows and other details hardly differs between the two perlods and
indicates a 15th century date for both. The range can reasonably be identified with one of the
‘diverse Howsynges’ built by Abbot Walter Newbery, and the barn-range is probably another.
The later alterations can be attributed to Abbot John Newland ¢. 1500.

There is a similar but more elaborate gatehouse of the same date at Court Farm in the
neighbouring parish of Olveston (Verey 1976, p. 316). It also has a pitched roof and a
well-appointed chamber, formerly with an oriel, over the gateway. The outer gate-opening is
arched, but the inner is spanned by a lintel. This building stands at the end of a lower range and
is linked to a curtain wall fronted by a linear moat.

The Period 3 alterations swept away much earlier work to create two new suites of lodgings on
the first floor, each consisting of a large heated room and one or two smaller unheated rooms.
There appears to have been no direct connection with the ground floor, and access was via a
first-floor door in the south-west corner of Room 6. This must have led to a pentice, connected to
the main part of the house. Rooms la and 1b probably formed another suite of lodgings and were
modernised with new ceilings and windows. The rest of the ground floor was used for storage or
Service rooms.

These alterations were clearly influenced by the extensive rebuilding undertaken at Acton
Court, lron Acton (a house some 5 miles distant) by Sir Nicholas Poyntz, between 1534 and c.
1550.* The work at Court Farm, Almondsbury, is much more modest in scale, but imitates the
practice of putting the principal rooms in a lofty first storey with large windows, which resemble
those in the north range at Acton Court. In detail the roof-construction is very similar to the
east-range roof at Acton Court, and the grid of joists used to carry the first floor ceiling is
identical. This work must have been carried out by one of the secular owners between 1544/5 and
the late 16th century, when Knole Park was built. A date in the 1550s or 60s under the Darcys
seems the most probable.

After the construction of Knole Park, the medieval manor ceased to be a building of
importance and became a working farm. During this period this range was converted into a
farmhouse, and the other ranges were demolished or converted into farm buildings. The
southern end of the house remained the principal living area, now divided by a cross passage,
with a kitchen to the south and a hall or parlour to the north. The former gateway was converted
into a cider-cellar with cheese lofts above (Hall 1983, p. 118), and attics were also added at the
south end of the range. This type of cross passage plan is a common one in the region (ibid., pp.
9- 12), but there is no evidence to indicate exactly when, after it ceased to be the manor house,
these modifications took place. The bulls-eye window in the porch is a type fashionable at the
end of the 17th century (ibid., p. 62). Neither the porch nor the lean-to extension at the rear
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(Rooms 5/11) are shown on the survey of ¢. 1700, which confirms the structural sequence and
suggests that they are early 18th century additions. Later alterations repaired or modernised
specific features without substantially modifying the basic farmhouse plan.

The only other surviving medieval building in the manorial complex (FIG. 2) is the buttressed
range parallel to the road, which was used as a barn before its recent conversion into a house. It
incorporates a door and windows with four-centred heads and a roof which suggests a date of c.
1500 (Hall 1983, p. 118), but was not seen by the author before its conversion. However, the
photograph in Walker (1987, p. 22) shows that the masonry of the gable is of the same type as the
north gable of the house (Period 2), and indicates a large blocked high level window (possibly
Period 3). It also suggests that much of the west wall was rebuilt as a farm building (Period 4).
This was probably another lodging range with storage at ground floor level.

The house and barn are the only buildings shown on the estate map of ¢. 1700 (p. 180), which
indicates that the hall range must have been demolished at an early date. The stone foundations
of a polygonal tower, exposed south-east of the barn were probably part of this range, which
could have extended either northwards or eastwards to create a courtyard plan.

There are indications that the site was moated; the north gable walls of both house and barn are
battered towards the base and the rest of the barn range is buttressed, suggesting that they were
built on the lip of a ditch following the line of the present lane. The ovoid enclosure in the field to
the east of the house (FIG. 2), which is shown on the map of ¢. 1700, also has the appearance of a
length of moat retained as a pond. However, the line of the complete circuit is not clear. Other
moated manors in the locality include Olveston Court (linear) and Acton Court (filled in ¢. 1550).

Notes

1. GRO D674a/P1 ‘An Exact Delineation of Almondsbury Manour with the Tennants Names and quantity of each
Particular Ground’. Scale: 23" to 1 mile.

2. GRO D674a/E40.

3. GRO D1606. Surveyed Daniel Trinder & J P Sturge, scale: 13.3” to 1 mile.
A comprehensive programme of structural analysis and excavation has been carried out here since 1986 by the
author and R.D. Bell on behalf of English Heritage. Publication forthcoming as a2 monograph.
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