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Introduction 
 
Who is the guide for? 
 
This guidance should be considered in conjunction with the NCDC Design Guide, which 
may be viewed at Council offices and can be obtained electronically on the NCDC website. 
The aim is to offer advice that will be of use to all owners of heritage buildings and also 
any contractor or agent involved in designing, specifying or undertaking works. Annex C at 
the end of Planning Policy Guidance Note, PPG15 is also informative and a number of 
useful web links may be found at the end.  
 
The term ‘old building’ refers to all listed buildings and also traditional historic buildings in 
conservation areas; but the advice is applicable to virtually any building constructed before 
the mid 20th century. Whilst this document strives to cover a wide range of subjects it is 
inevitably selective and limited in detail. It should, however, provide a sound reference 
point from which to start. It is not the intention to provide a ‘how to’ guide to conservation 
works but to offer a basis for decisions relating to repairs and alterations. The web links at 
the end provide a range of other places to explore online and many of these have more 
technical information. 
 
Why is it useful to me? 
 
If you own a listed building or do work on them you need to ensure that any works have 
the necessary consent from NCDC and the advice herein will help in the preparation of 
any submission for Listed Building Consent. In conservation areas there are some 
restrictions on what you can do but it is important to recognise how relatively minor works 
can impact on the character of the area. Many of the conservation areas in North Cornwall 
have adopted Character Statements, Appraisals and Management Plans that ought to be 
used in conjunction with the advice contained here. 
 
Further information may be found in these guidance notes:- 

o Listed Buildings in North Cornwall 
o Conservation Areas in North Cornwall 
o Do I need planning permission or building regulations approval? 

 

 
 



 
 
 
 

Regardless of location or status it is generally accepted that well maintained and unspoilt 
heritage buildings have a significantly higher market value than similar buildings that have 
been stripped of character. Unfortunately it is often true that more harm is done to old 
buildings by ill-considered alterations or excessive repairs than by wanton neglect. 
Sometimes the harm done is mostly aesthetic, but poorly specified works can often cause 
long term harm to the physical fabric of a traditional building. This is clearly something it 
will be sensible for any owner to avoid and the best way to achieve that is to be armed with 
enough knowledge to at least identify when a builder or other contractor is proposing 
works that are inappropriate. 
 
Whilst most owners of heritage buildings want to be sensitive and are prepared to accept 
the notion of stewardship, many are under-informed and find it hard to have confidence 
that they are ‘doing the right thing’. It is hoped that this document will help. 
 
Some owners really don’t care and are of the view that they can do what they like, even 
with a listed building. Unfortunately one such owner can substantially destroy the historic 
character of a building in a very short space of time; once lost that character cannot be re-
gained and our common cultural inheritance is diminished. The philosophy that often leads 
to this damage is that of ‘renovation’ and it is very different to the approach of 
‘conservative repair’ that is the foundation of building conservation.  
 
A note for contractors 
 
This guide is not just for owners. There are many contractors who persist in using 
inappropriate methods and materials and are reluctant to change their ways; but it is never 
too late to change and better late than never! Whilst specialist training is always desirable 
and sometimes essential for some conservation work, there are many jobs where regular 
building skills can be adapted to be more sensitive. Conservation is really a state of mind 
as much as anything; it is worth remembering that builders and contractors who make the 
effort to learn traditional methods and use conservation materials will generally find 
themselves in demand for more rewarding and interesting work. 
 
This guidance note should be a useful reference point and the Conservation Team can 
offer advice on further training opportunities. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 
 
 
 

1 Archaeology and informed conservation 
 
For many people the term ‘archaeology’ means underground remains that can only be 
found by digging and involves evidence of the distant past. Whilst this is partly true and 
there is a huge wealth of archaeological evidence all over the landscape of North 
Cornwall, this is only one aspect. In the context of every historic building and its curtilage 
there is considerable potential for archaeological evidence that sheds light on the past life 
of the building and its inhabitants. This actual, or potential, evidence must be considered 
as the starting point for any proposed works to an heritage structure. It is part of what is 
referred to as ‘informed conservation’ – a practical approach to building conservation that 
is seen as ‘best practice’. 
 
1.1 Archaeology 
 
The historic nature of North Cornwall means that there is the potential of archaeological 
interest virtually everywhere. Consequently any works that involve excavation may reveal 
interesting finds. Where work is subject to the planning process it will be considered within 
the context of the Planning Policy Guidance Note, PPG 16 and an archaeological 
appraisal may be needed before an application is accepted. A planning approval on a site 
with potential interest will normally be subject to relevant conditions, which are likely to 
require an on site watching brief and/or recording of any finds. 
 
If work is being carried out by private owners where consent is not needed they should be 
on the look-out for features from artefacts and wall footings to changes in colour of the 
earth. If anything is found please contact the Council for advice. Significant finds ought to 
be recorded to add to our understanding of the cultural heritage of North Cornwall. 
 
Statutory undertakers and contractors doing trench work in an historic environment must 
seek advice before starting and agree a watching brief where appropriate.  
 
1.2 Informed conservation 
 
In general terms the older a building or development site, the greater the likelihood of 
hidden evidence which may reveal interesting insights into the origins and evolution of the 
place. Evaluation and understanding of the history of a site and the phases of the 
development of a building, (or group of buildings), is essential if alterations or other 
development is proposed. 
 
The principle of informed conservation means giving due consideration to the possible 
impact of any proposed works. This means getting suitable professional advice at an early 
stage as there may be fundamental concerns that rule out certain approaches to alteration, 
extension, or the location and form of a building in an historic context. English Heritage 
use the term Conservation Based Research and Analysis (CoBRA) for the detailed study 
of heritage assets; part of the skill involved lies in judging the amount of work that is 
appropriate for a given situation. 
 
Where historic evidence may exist it is good practice to ensure that a method statement is 
in place and contractors approach key elements of the work in a suitably sensitive manner. 

 
 



This should ensure that historic features are exposed and not destroyed during works so 
that recording and interpretation can take place. 

On the other hand, more recent features should not normally be stripped out to expose an 
earlier phase of a building. A secure contextual understanding is needed as the basis for 
such decisions so that the relative merits of possible actions are properly appraised.  

There are tips in the sections below which are included to indicate the types of evidence to 
be aware of and sensitive to. They are not, however, intended to be in any way a 
comprehensive statement of what may be found in a building or expected of an owner, 
agent or contractor. Please consider this a starting point and ask the NCDC Conservation 
Team for more advice if in doubt.  

2 Roofs 

2.1 Historic Background 

The most ancient vernacular roofing material in North Cornwall, as elsewhere, was thatch 
and its use has been constant since the time of earliest constructed dwellings. Today it is 
less abundant, but occasional thatched roofs punctuate the scene of some settlements 
and they are a cherished finite resource. 

The slate of north Cornwall, especially from Delabole, has been exploited for centuries on 
a commercial basis and no doubt much longer for local use. It was used in prehistoric 
dwellings for hearth slabs and has been used to roof buildings for many centuries. 
Exploitation for roofing slate is known from documentary sources which indicate export to 
Winchester in the early 14th century. It has been used throughout the world and retains its 
reputation for quality, longevity and attractiveness.  

As once the blue-grey slate of Delabole spread across the globe, so today the situation is 
reversed and cheaper slate is flooding in from South America, China and Spain. Each 
slate has its own character and qualities; Cornish slate is proven over hundreds of years of 
use to be durable and to patinate attractively. Imported slates may be cheaper, but their 
performance is unknown and their appearance is certainly different from the outset and will 
no doubt be equally evident as they age.  



PIC 1: The characteristic blue-grey of Delabole slate 

PIC 2: Splitting slate at Delabole quarry 



2.2 Informed conservation for roofs 

Many historic roofspaces remain little altered since they were first constructed and as a 
consequence they are an irreplaceable cultural asset. The design and details of a roof 
structure can reveal significant facts about its history, origins and working practices. 
Sometimes original principal trusses, purlins and common rafters may be preserved and 
such survivals are of considerable value. Some or all of a roof may be smoke blackened 
indicating that this was once an open hall house; smoke blackened thatch is evidently 
ancient and analysis can reveal palaeoenvironmental details of the local climate, crop mix 
etc. Such scientific analysis, including dendrochronology, can give information that has 
wider significance than mere building conservation; but it is another of the reasons why the 
conservation of historic buildings is important. 

PIC 3: Historic smoke blackened roof structure with mortar bedded rag slate 

Any proposal to use a roofspace or substantially re-construct a roof on an historic building 
ought to be based on a genuine understanding of the existing fabric and its potential 
historic interest. Even if a roof structure is not of great interest, analysis is needed to 
ensure that proposed works like the insertion of rooflights or dormers avoid the loss of 
historic fabric. The presence of features such as A-frames and fragile ceilings will often 
preclude conversion of a roofspace in any way at all. 

Thanks to the enduring quality of the local roofing slate, North Cornwall has a remarkable 
number of veteran roofs. These are often characterised by undulations and evidence of 
many phases of repair; the Old Post Office at Tintagel is the best known example.  
http://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/main/w-vh/w-visits/w-findaplace/w-tintageloldpostoffice/  



 
 
 
 

Every effort should be made to continue the tradition of repairing rather than renewing 
such roofs as they offer a tangible link to the nature of historic roofscapes.  
 
2.3 Roofing Forms 
 
The form, shape and pitch of a roof are indicative of the period of construction. The 
availability of suitable timber and the technical skills of the builders in roof construction 
dictated the spans that could be achieved, and consequently the plan form of the building 
itself. Form and shape are essential aspects of character and need to be respected when 
alterations or extensions are being considered. This summary of the prevalent forms 
explains how each reflects a particular time or status. 
 
2.3.1 Simple Vernacular 
 
The plain pitched roof is the most ancient form of construction in our surviving building 
stock. Starting with cruck frames, (which extend down into the wall), and evolving over the 
centuries to A-frames, (that sit on a wall plate), they usually have a steep pitch of about 40 
degrees or more. The ends of a detached building could be gabled, but were often hipped 
to save building time and resources. In towns and the centre of some villages the ancient 
building plots meant that buildings were commonly linked on one or both sides into 
informal terraces.  
 

 
PIC 4: Linked vernacular roofs have great group value 

 
The technical limitations and joinery skills available meant that these vernacular buildings 
were normally only one room deep. The remains of buildings in the medieval settlements 
on Bodmin Moor and surviving examples of longhouses, (as well as later derivatives), all 
embody this simple but effective form of building. 

 
 



 
 
 
 

 
Not so many examples remain in the towns of North Cornwall as there was much 
adaptation and re-building between the 17th – 19th centuries. As a consequence urban 
examples are less numerous than rural ones, but they are a tangible link to early times and 
are all the more valuable for that. 
 
The simple vernacular roof lends itself to extension into T or L forms using the same basic 
tried and trusted methods. These forms are commonly seen in farmsteads, hamlets, 
villages and towns. 
 

 
PIC 5: Simple roof forms connect to generate an attractive roofscape 

 
2.3.2 Sleigh (or slay) roofs 
 
The desire to enclose more internal space in the most simple and inexpensive manner led 
to lean-to roofs being added onto the back of the building. These were often added as a 
continuation of the main roof in a form that is known locally as a sleigh roof. Whilst offering 
generous accommodation on the ground floor, sleigh roofs give little or no usable space to 
the first floor. They are an example of a locally distinctive adaptation that contributes to the 
historic interest of a building. Conventional lean-to’s normally avoid upper floor windows 
and offer less usable space to the ground floor. 
 

 
 



 
 
 
 

 
PIC 6: An historic sleigh roof (turnerised) greatly enlarged the ground floor area 

 
2.3.3 Double pile 
 
Those who could afford it would sometimes build an additional block on the back of the 
original property, which would usually undergo remodelling at the same time, this tended 
to happen in the 17th and 18th centuries. This was effectively two simple vernacular roofs 
back-to-back with a lead valley between. Such a form offered much more usable space – 
especially if the roofspace was brought into use as well. The drawback was, of course, the 
lead valley that was very expensive to install and would be prone to blockage and leaks. 
 
2.3.4 Deep plan 
 
More complex roof structures were in use by the very wealthy from medieval times, but did 
not move down the social ladder until the later 18th and 19th centuries. Advancements in 
joinery techniques using king-posts, tie beams etc, meant that much deeper plans with 
more and larger rooms could be covered without the need for costly and troublesome 
valleys. Sometimes a lead flat roof would be used between the front and rear pitches to 
diminish the scale and visibility of the roof; this tends to be a feature of large country 
houses. 
 
Many later buildings in towns exhibit this form of roof as plots were restricted and access 
to more sophisticated structural ideas was more likely. Some show signs that use of the 
roofspace was intended from the outset; presumably for servant accommodation in most 
cases. Greater quality control and more standardisation in the production of roofing slate, 
coupled with improvements in laying and fixing meant that shallower pitches could be 
formed. This allowed greater economy of materials in both construction and cladding.  
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