
 
 
 
 

 
PIC 7: A shallower pitched 19th century roof 

 
Old steeply pitched roofs had become unfashionable and were considered vulgar by those 
who aspired to impress and had the resources to re-build. Parapets were sometimes used 
on principal elevations to give a clean and fashionable frontage with the utilitarian roof 
hidden from view. 
 

 
PIC 8: Parapets hide the roof from ground level 

 

 
 



 
 
 
 

2.3.5 Symmetrical roofs 
  
Whilst not widely adopted in North Cornwall, the early 19th century trend for shallow 
pitched roofs with symmetrical plan and elevations is seen occasionally. 
 
2.4 Types of Slate roofing 
 
The appearance of slate roofs changes over time; but each approach is, in its way, a 
response to the need for economy and efficient use of the resources available. Traditional 
use of randomly sized slates in diminishing courses reduced wastage by ensuring that 
more of the slate produced could be used. This method demands greater time and skill on 
the part of the producer and the slater. 
 
2.4.1 Rag slate 
 
This locally distinctive type of roofing is characterised by the use of large, (sometimes very 
large!), irregular slabs of slate. So large are the slates that they are fixed with nails directly 
to the rafters without battens, (though the term ‘rag’ is often applied to any roof with large 
randomly sized slates, even if they are fixed to battens). The largest slates are used at the 
eaves and verges and become generally smaller moving up the roof slope. Unlike most 
roofing slates, rag slates are wider than they are long and tremendous skill is needed to 
produce them. 
 

 
PIC 9: A typical rag slate roof with mitred hip 

 
As a unique approach to roofing, rag slate roofs are a finite and precious resource that is 
typical of North Cornwall and they need to be cherished. At present it is getting more and 
more difficult to source rag slate for repairs and new work; unfortunately this means that 

 
 



 
 
 
 

they are sometimes sourced from other historic buildings – especially barns. NCDC will 
strive to support efforts to restore a supply of freshly produced rag slate for conservation 
purposes. 
 
2.4.2 Scantle slate 
 
This term is applied to a variety of roofing techniques that all involve the use of slates in 
varying size but generally much smaller than rag slates. Larger slates are used at the 
eaves and on the verges to offer more resistance to wind; the rest of the roof is filled with 
smaller slates with a general reduction in size towards the ridge. A further characteristic of 
scantle slating is that the slates are hung onto riven laths using wooden pegs and often, 
(but not always), bedded onto lime mortar laid on the head of the course below. 
 
Due to the tendency for slippage and loss of slates to occur, when pegs either rot or fall 
out, surviving roofs are often covered in cementitious slurry or have been ‘turnerised’, 
(covered with a bitumen soaked hessian cloth, see PIC 6). This can often extend the 
useful life of the roof but it usually renders virtually all of the slate incapable of reuse. 
 
2.4.3 ‘The Delabole System’ 
 
A common feature of both rag and scantle roofs is that the slate is laid in random widths 
and diminishing courses – though in both cases this can be a bit haphazard depending on 
the slate available and the preferred methods of the slater. During the 19th century this 
tradition was refined and eventually set out as a defined system. The Delabole System 
allowed the skilled slater to plan the guage for battens once the slates had been sorted 
and stacked in various lengths.  
 

 
PIC 10: A variation of the Delabole system using smaller slates 

 

 
 



 
 
 
 

This system remains the pinnacle of the slaters craft and the resulting roof is of such 
character and quality that it is without compare. Although buying it by the tonne is the 
cheapest way to source Cornish slate, unfortunately there are relatively few contractors 
with the necessary skills to undertake this work. The care and attention needed does add 
to the labour costs but the end result is well worth it in terms of aesthetics and longevity. 
 
2.4.4 Sized slates 
 
The 19th century saw regularized production of roofing slate. Huge quantities were 
produced in Wales and the Cornish producers had to follow the trend as well. Regular 
sizes saved labour time on site and required less skill than random slating; but there was 
much more wastage and the end result lacked the aesthetic charm of the older methods. 
Today many architects and designers specify sized slate without realising that random 
slate is usually cheaper and is a much more effective use of the available resource. 
 
2.5 Slating Details 
 
Whilst the quality of the local slate is fundamental to the character of roofs in North 
Cornwall, attention to detail is essential if new work is to capture the appearance and 
essence of historic work. 
 
2.5.1 Fixing methods 
 
Historically slates on laths were fixed using pegs, usually handmade from oak. Whilst this 
method is occasionally used for repairs and re-roofing on showpiece buildings it is not a 
viable alternative for most roofs today.  
 
Handmade iron nails had to be used on true rag slate roofs due to the lack of battens and 
the sheer size of each slate. The 19th century saw the use of pegs decline and iron nails 
became ubiquitous. This in itself has caused problems over time as the iron nails tend to 
rust and fail long before the slate itself was showing significant signs of wear. This led to 
the covering of roofs in cement slurry or turnerising, both of which tend to spoil the 
appearance and reduce reuse of slate. 
 
Today copper nails are the norm, though stainless steel is occasionally used and some 
contractors will use galvanised as they are much cheaper. Obviously the type of traditional 
nail has no impact at all on the appearance of the finished roof, but in recent years there 
has been an increased use of slate clips. The principal reason for their use is to reduce 
breakages when slates are being holed and to hold in place cracked or damaged slates. 
Consequently they allow the use of inferior slate and the perceived advantages do not 
outweigh the negative issues when used in an historic context. Slate clips have a 
significant detrimental impact on the appearance of a roof. Regimented lines of clips are 
clearly visible and detract from the aesthetic qualities of the slate.  
 
2.5.2 Torching and mortar bedding 
 
Historic slating methods often used lime mortar beds between rows of slates; sometimes 
gaps were pointed on the underside as well. These methods helped to keep slates in place 

 
 



 
 
 
 

and reduce windlift or draughts – especially an issue where internal spaces were exposed 
to the roof (see PIC 3). 
 
The 18th and 19th centuries saw the use of torching, (the application of lime plaster), 
generally adopted on the underside of slates. This provided additional weatherproofing 
and a little insulation, as well as helping to bind the slates together. Although an effective 
method it is labour intensive and is seldom justified on new work today; haired lime mortar 
should be used in repairs to historic examples. 
 
The 20th century saw the adoption of sarking felt and this became a standard detail. Today 
breathable membranes are used and this is an improvement over reinforced plastic 
materials that made roofs ‘sweat’. 
 
2.5.3 Ridges  
 
In medieval times lead was probably the most desirable ridge material and it was available 
locally, at a cost. Clay tiles were made elsewhere in the south west and may have found 
their way here by traders. These early clay ridge tiles were often crested and some survive 
still; their handmade imperfections make them easily recognisable compared with those 
produced in moulds. Both lead and clay tiles were expensive though and would’ve been 
used with care. The two materials have continued in use right up to the present day and 
remain the most suitable choices for most historic roofs. When lead is used it is important 
to coat it with patination oil to ensure controlled oxidation and prevent white staining of the 
surrounding slates. 
 

 
PIC 11: Traditional clay ridge tiles with mitred hips and simple details 

 

 
 



 
 
 
 

By the 19th century a range of clay ridge tiles were available; the most commonly used 
were plain red clay or glazed blue/black varieties. More decorative styles became available 
– crested, pierced and so on; but these appear to have found only limited favour and 
generally on new build of the time, often on steeply pitched roofs in the gothic revival style.  
 

 
PIC 12: Rare highly decorative blue-black Victorian clay tiles  

 
The latter part of the 20th century saw the introduction of heavy looking concrete tiles and 
interlocking fibre cement. None of these alternatives look good in an historic setting and 
their appearance does not develop the attractive patina and lichen growths that are so 
familiar on plain clay tiles. 
 
2.5.4 Hips  
 
Lead was expensive and clay tiles hard to come by so slaters became skilled at cutting 
and using slate creatively to achieve weathertight edges. The mitred hip is one of those 
methods that has a practical origin but deserves to be continued as it is simply more 
attractive. A hip with clay tiles appears heavy and the eye is drawn to the tiles; whereas a 
mitred hip has a visual flow and accentuates the quality and beauty of the slate. 
 

 
 



 
 
 
 

 
PIC 13: A traditional hipped roof emphasises the character of the slate 

 
2.5.5 Valleys 
 
Whilst flat valleys between roofslopes always had to be lead lined, pitched valleys at roof 
intersects were historically formed by the use of carefully cut slates to form ‘swept’ or 
‘laced’ valleys. Few contractors have the skills to do such work today, so lead valleys are 
favoured, but these can be kept minimal if the slates either side are close cut. All lead 
valleys should be constructed to the minimum size necessary for the volume of water they 
are likely to handle; details should follow guidance from the Lead Sheet Association. 
 
2.5.6 Eaves 
 
The majority of old buildings tend to have minimal overhang at the eaves. Gutters are 
sometimes fixed directly onto rafter ends or on brackets spiked into the wall. Where there 
are fascia boards they are generally simple, shallow and fixed tight to the wall. Bracketed, 
corniced or open eaves with a more substantial overhang may be a feature of some 18th or 
19th century buildings and where this is the case it is clearly desirable to retain them. 
 

 
 



 
 
 
 

 
PIC 14: A contemporary twist on the traditional spiked gutter bracket 

 

 
PIC 15: An ornate overhanging cornice 

 

 
 



 
 
 
 

Recent years have seen the introduction of box soffits when re-roofing takes place. This is 
usually detrimental as it gives a heavy look and often creates a deeper shadow line that 
exaggerates the effect. 
 
2.5.7 Verges 
 
The local tradition is either for the roofing slate to be laid tight to the top of the wall, with 
render, a mortar fillet seal, or a course of vertical slates fixed to the wall and abutting the 
underside of the overhanging roof slates. 
 

 
PIC 16: Simple slate verge detailing with a small overhang at eaves 

 
During the 20th century the use of an undercloak slate was adopted, with mortar infill. This 
can be perfectly acceptable in some instances, but in recent years the undercloak has 
often been formed using fibre cement board and this, coupled with thicker battens has 
made this a more assertive and less attractive detail. 
 
Bargeboards are quite common but do not appear to have much history. They are usually 
simple and functional; seldom decorative unless in a self-conscious fashion on 19th century 
work. Sometimes slated verges incorporate decorative detail that adds interest. 
 

 
 



 
 
 
 

 
PIC 17: Decorative timber bargeboards are a rarity 

 

 
PIC 18: 19th century ornamental slate verge on an older property 

 

 
 



 
 
 
 

2.6 Thatch 
 
The traditional ancient material of the District is wheat reed and roofs generally have 
simple detailing. Simple flush or straight block cut wrapover ridges are the norm – 
patterned ridges are nearly always an alien introduction influenced by fashions elsewhere 
in the country. 
 

 
PIC 19: Simple wrapover ridge in combed wheat reed 

 
Surface re-coating is usual – total removal of thatch would require Listed Building Consent 
on a protected building. 
 
The use of chicken wire is seldom necessary on whole roofslopes but is sometimes 
favoured on ridges. Most thatchers and fire officers agree that it is often more of a 
hindrance than a help. 
 
Whilst the so-called ‘Dorset model’ may be usefully adopted on new build in close 
proximity with other dwellings it is not justified on historic roofs, especially those which 
stand in relative isolation. It introduces an expensive fire retardant layer below the thatch 
which changes the character of the roof and adds significantly to the cost. 
 
There are some buildings in the District that were clearly thatched in the past and had 
another material, usually corrugated iron or fibre cement tiles, added in the 20th century. It 
may sometimes be possible to restore the original roofing material and this will often be 
desirable. 
 

 
 



 
 
 
 

 
 

2.7 Corrugated iron 

gh not 
ncient they are a finite resource and part of our heritage that can be undervalued. 

 

 
Corrugated iron became a popular material in the second half of the 19th century. Its 
‘cheap and cheerful’ character has saved many historic buildings, especially cottages and 
barns where owners could not afford thatch or slate. It was also widely used for roofing 
agricultural buildings and pre-fabricated kit buildings. These agricultural, industrial, 
religious and community buildings had a limited predicted lifespan but many have survived 
to the present day. They are increasingly appreciated for their architectural and 
sociological value; a few have been protected by listing elsewhere in the country. With a 
bit of care and regular maintenance they can continue to be of service and good examples 
may be re-constructed on another site if no longer needed where they are. Althou
a

 
PIC 20: A prefabricated agricultural building still in use 

.8 Roofscape features 

n equal consideration if the special character of the place 
 to be retained and enhanced. 

.8.1 Rainwater goods 

gutters was simple half round or ogee profile, emptying into simple round section 
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The quality of the historic roofscape in the towns and villages of North Cornwall is not 
simply a result of the slate or thatch and how it is laid or finished off at the edges – there 
are other items that must be give
is
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In the more distant past vernacular buildings had no guttering and the rainwater simply 
flowed down walls that were generally protected with render and/or limewash; this is still 
the case on many agricultural buildings and is part of their character. Grander buildings 
had lead launders or gutters to collect and remove water and where these survive today 
they are a rarity that ought to be preserved. Since the 19th century the historic form of 



 
 
 
 

downpipes. Cast iron was the ubiquitous material and so an element of continuity was 
apparent, unifying the eaves lines throughout settlements. 
 

 
PIC 21: Cast iron ogee guttering is durable and attractive 

 

 
PIC 22: Some buildings have never had rainwater goods 

 
In recent years there has been a progressive introduction of PVCu systems, often in 
colours and profiles that fail to complement historic examples on neighbouring properties.  
Plastic is a cheap option but it soon gathers algae and tends to crack or warp. If painted it 

 
 



 
 
 
 

peels and its lifespan is much less than metal alternatives. Cast iron and aluminium 
systems are available from a number of suppliers in traditional profiles. These products 
can be bought powder coated and will look good and last much longer than plastic.  
 
Blocked, damaged and poorly fitted rainwater goods do great harm to many heritage 
buildings and often cause damage which can prove extremely costly. Gutters and valleys 
should be checked and cleared at least once a year; if damage is discovered it really must 
be repaired straight away for the sake of the building and to avoid escalating costs. 
 
2.8.2 Chimneys 
 
Chimneys add hugely to the distinctive roofscape of historic buildings and places. Whether 
they are substantial stone stacks or more slender brick ones, they all tell a story about the 
historic development of the place. Traditional fixtures like drip slates, pots and cowls all 
add diversity and interest – they ought to be kept whenever possible. Alterations can rob 
chimneys of their distinctive character by the application of smooth, crisp render that hides 
stonework or flattens a pleasingly uneven substrate.  
 

 
PIC 23: A high class version of a widely used chimney form 

 
The cost of lead meant that it was not used as a flashing material around chimneys; 
stepped slate drips are often removed when roof repair or renewal is done and this loss of 
detail is seldom justified. 
 

 
 



 
 
 
 

 
PIC 24: Some chimneys may be very distinctive in both scale and design 

 
The removal of chimneys is nearly always detrimental to the character of the roofscape. It 
is seldom necessary and ought to be resisted. Repair or reconstruction must be the first 
aim unless there are extenuating circumstances such as serious structural concerns. 
Traditional pots and cowls add to the richness of the roofscape of towns and villages; they 
must be retained and it is most desirable to reinstate them where they are lost or broken. 
 

 
PIC 25: Slate pots are a distinctive feature of North Cornwall 

 
 




