
 
 
 
 

 
PIC 61: The historic value of a simple, functional plank door may be overlooked 

 

 
PIC 62: An historic privy is a feature to cherish 

 

 
 



 
 
 
 

Our modern way of life also generates needs and desires for buildings and structures 
which can have a profound impact on the setting of an historic asset. Sometimes it is 
unacceptable for a new building to be erected – especially where there is an old building 
that could be adapted or where the setting is simply too sensitive.  
 
If a building such as a garage is acceptable in principle it will normally be more appropriate 
for a lightweight timber construction rather than a masonry structure to be used. 
Throughout the centuries there have been relatively impermanent buildings provided to 
meet a specific need that have then been allowed to disappear once the need had passed. 
In the last 150 years these have often used timber and corrugated iron and these materials 
have become an accepted (and even celebrated), part of the environment. In many 
instances this approach will be the most sensitive available. 
 
Always consider where your garage, shed, summerhouse, decking, gazebo or other 
structures are located. How do they locate to other buildings? How will the form, scale and 
design contribute to the setting? Does the benefit in use justify the type of building 
proposed? Who can see it and from where?  
 

 
PIC 63: Green stain helps this garden structure blend into its sensitive location 

 
If visible locations are unavoidable, good design and naturally patinated materials will be 
less jarring. Distant views can be a special feature of many settlements and brightly 
stained structures can be very prominent and eye-catching. 
 
Remember that garden structures nearly always need planning permission within the 
curtilage of a listed building. There are also size restrictions for permitted development 
within the conservation area so it is wise to consult the LPA when considering such works. 
 

 
 



 
 
 
 

5.6 Remnants and ruins 
 
Where a property has the remains of former buildings within its setting, every effort should 
be made to stabilise and retain them as part of the historic development of the site. 
Sometimes it may be appropriate to restore a building – perhaps where the roof has gone 
but the walls are in good order. In other cases there may be too little left to justify 
restoration or it would be so speculative that it would not be a worthwhile undertaking. 
Such judgements can only be properly made on the basis of a fully informed conservation 
management plan and that ought to be the starting point for owners in such a situation. 
 
5.7 Enclosure and spaces: A summary 
 
• Spaces, gardens and yards add to special character and ought to be retained if 

development would mean the loss of an historic and/or attractive element of the local 
scene. 

• Retain historic enclosure wherever possible. 
• If enclosure has been lost, consider the locality and use an appropriate replacement. 
• Retain and reuse historic outbuildings and consider the impact of new buildings and 

garden structures. 
 
6 Additions and curtilage features 
 
In addition to the buildings and walls that give North Cornwall its special character there 
are other items that make a significant contribution to the overall appearance. There are 
attractive items that need to be cherished and retained; whilst others are in need of repair 
or enhancement. 
 
6.1 Driveway entrances 
 
Many types of dwelling have entrance gateways that reflect their age and status; from 
farms to country houses to villas and grand town houses. Designs vary but they all 
contribute to the character of the lanes and roads of the District in their own way. 
 

 
 



 
 
 
 

 
PIC 64: A splayed granite entrance with a horse mounting block 

 
6.2 Canopies, porches and conservatories 
 
The prevailing weather conditions of North Cornwall mean that there has been a need for 
a degree of shelter to external doorways. Perhaps the most typical solution has been the 
simple canopy, often in the form of a single slab of slate, and this remains sufficient for 
most situations. 
 
Porches have been a feature of grander properties since at least the 17th century; often 
they were open, sometimes enclosed. For the most part though porches are a 19th or 20th 
century addition and where they do not already exist they should only be added if there is 
genuine justification. Open porches, sometimes with decorative trellis work, are more 
common than enclosed designs and can enliven a principal elevation.  
 

 
 



 
 
 
 

 
PIC 65: A simple slate slab canopy is a characteristic feature in North Cornwall 

 

 
PIC 66: A decorative trellised porch gives pleasure to all who pass by 

 

 
 



 
 
 
 

Larger features like verandahs or roofed balconies are a rarity but they have their place on 
certain types of coastal buildings and historic examples should be repaired and preserved. 
Well designed contemporary additions in the same spirit can have their place on some 
building types, especially those of the Victorian or Edwardian eras. 
 
Conservatories were only added to villas or large houses and they had a very specific 
purpose – to grow exotic plant specimens. The term is used today for structures that are 
really just extensions and many are wholly inappropriate in form, style and design. 
 
There are instances where a glazed extension is an acceptable approach to add living 
space or link to an outbuilding; but the design and materials must be good. The addition of 
a visually lightweight ephemeral structure can add to the interest of some buildings or help 
to bring a redundant outbuilding into sustainable use. Such proposals must be well 
informed however, and there will always be many instances where no addition is 
acceptable. 
 
6.3 Floorscape 
 
A great variety of locally distinctive historic paving can be found in North Cornwall – from 
small patches of cobbling alongside cottages; to whole farmyards or extensive town centre 
schemes. These surfaces always add to the richness of the historic scene and ought to 
provide inspiration for new work. 
 

 
PIC 67: Random cobbling has great texture and is a durable surface 

 
Surfacing solutions using concrete slabs or brick paviours inevitably look like a poor 
alternative and fail to complement the established character. So new paving ought to 
utilise the best natural materials available and reflect historic methods and patterns of 

 
 



 
 
 
 

laying. New paving should never be designed down to a fixed budget; it is better to do a 
small area to a high standard than to compromise over a larger area. It is worth 
remembering that the preferred historic surfacing for larger areas was compressed 
aggregate of varied size, similar to that used today for rural cycle paths; this remains an 
economical and appropriate choice for driveways and parking areas. 
 
Blacktop is a perfectly serviceable choice for most heavily trafficked places; though in 
village and rural locations it makes sense to leave unfinished edges and even an 
unsurfaced central section on driveways. 
 
6.4 Fixtures and fittings 
 
Small incidental features are also indicative of past ways of living. Items like mounting 
blocks are quite often seen, but others such as butter wells, kennels and bee boles are 
now quite rare and can be overlooked if not identified and cherished. Sun dials, clocks and 
bells are also reminders of the pace and structure of rural life. 
 

 
PIC 68: Bee boles once contained straw hives called skeps 

 

 
 



 
 
 
 

 
PIC 69: A paired kennel built into a granite hedge; similar features housed geese 

 

 
PIC 70: A butterwell has slate shelves over cooling water 

 
Staddle stones are far more numerous than the timber framed granaries which they once 
supported and defended from rodents. They form part of the context of an historic 
farmhouse and should not be removed.  
 

 
 



 
 
 
 

 
PIC 71: As well as the more familiar granite ‘mushrooms’, some staddle stones have 

granite posts with slate discs  
 

Built in functional features such as pigeon holes (see PIC 22) and owl holes tend to 
survive in old walls, but other items such as cat holes in doors are all too easily lost, 
especially during conversions. 
 
6.5 Planting 
 
Historic settlements are often defined by well tended, intimate spaces where planting is 
integral to the ambience and appearance. The scent and colours of traditional cottage 
planting, with pots and containers and climbers, (that don’t cling to and damage walls), can 
make a great difference. Such planting is also beneficial for bees and butterflies which 
adds a further layer to the sensory delight of a place. 
 
However, caution is needed where hanging baskets and window boxes are concerned as 
they can overwhelm a building and repeated excessive watering often damages or at least 
discolours the walls. 
 
Planting of fast growing evergreen hedges should be avoided as they are inconsiderate to 
neighbours, visually inappropriate and support little wildlife. 
 
6.6 Signage 
 
Directional signage and advertisements can be a problematic subject as it is often 
instinctive to opt for the biggest, brightest advertisement possible. The trouble is that the 
cumulative effect is to diminish the overall quality of a place and spoil some of the special 

 
 



 
 
 
 

character that makes the District so attractive. Restraint and sensitivity to setting need to 
be applied by business owners. 
 
Sometimes it is better to have a free standing sign within the curtilage of an historic 
building rather than fixed to it.  
 
7 The inside story 
 
The interior of a building can contain a lot of dating evidence and features that indicate 
how different rooms were used in the past. There is seldom a reason to destroy such items 
but they are still lost and damaged through either lack of knowledge or indifference. The 
scope of this document can only begin to cover an immensely complex subject; it is always 
sensible to seek advice when renovations or significant alterations are being considered. 
 
7.1 Informed conservation of interiors 
 
When significant repairs or alterations are being considered they must be based on a 
thorough understanding, not just of what is visible but what may be hidden. Sometimes a 
little ‘opening up’ is needed to investigate but this should be done by a suitably 
experienced heritage consultant and must be limited to the minimum necessary. 
 
7.2 Plan form 
 
How a building was originally laid out and how it has subsequently evolved is one of the 
most fundamental elements of a buildings historic interest. The status and function of 
different rooms gives tangible evidence of how people lived at a particular time. This is 
equally true of a fishermans cottage, a farm or a grand country house so it is essential to 
seek to understand the building before intervention. 
 
It is usually inappropriate to subdivide a principal room and the insertion of bathrooms and 
en suite facilities must be thoughtfully considered. 
 
7.3 Structure 
 
As they are seldom replaced unless absolutely necessary, it is often structural elements, 
such as beams and lintols, (especially over fireplaces), that indicate the age of a building 
and subsequent alterations or extensions. Repair or strengthening should, therefore, 
always be the preferred option rather than replacement. Unless subjected to drastic insect 
attack or fire damage it is seldom necessary for whole beams to be replaced.  
 
Whilst repairs can often involve the introduction of steel strengthening, replacement should 
be in matching timber unless there are extenuating circumstances.  
 
7.4 Floors 
 
Historic floorboards should always be retained in situ with renewal only where 
unavoidable. Strengthening and acoustic or thermal insulation can usually be provided 
without loss of fabric if it is properly considered. 

 
 



 
 
 
 

 
Solid flagstone floors are attractive features of many heritage buildings in North Cornwall. 
Unfortunately it has become common practice to lift them, excavate and install underfloor 
heating. This can result in damage to the flags themselves, but the excavation may also 
destroy archaeology such as earlier surfaces or evidence of an open hearth. As such work 
also requires the addition of a damp proof membrane this will push damp into surrounding 
walls.  
 
Concrete floors often cover earlier cobbled surfaces or sometimes lime-ash or earth; these 
are increasingly rare survivals and can easily be destroyed when a concrete finish is 
ripped up in the name of renovation. It is good practice in such scenarios to excavate trial 
holes and follow a rigorous methodology for lifting later layers with care. Evidence of 
earlier surfaces may then be recorded and can inform the choice of reinstatement. 
 
7.5 Fixtures and fittings 
 
Virtually any building type may contain historic fixtures and fittings that contribute to its 
special interest. In the domestic context staircases, ovens, panelling, cornices and the like 
are usually obvious features. Cupboards, shelves, meat hooks and ventilation grilles are 
examples of other common but undervalued survivals. Occasional items of built-in 
furniture, mirrors, sculpture and other art items may also be considered fixtures that need 
to be retained. All historic items that have a relevance to the particular context of a building 
ought to be kept whenever possible. 
 
Ancillary and working buildings can also incorporate features that are indicative of historic 
uses. Machinery, (or evidence thereof), animal stalls, feeding troughs and other items 
deserve to be valued. Historic surfacing is also of interest and may contain functional 
elements such as drainage gulleys.  
 
Evidence for water supply, drainage, plumbing and even things such as early gas fittings 
may be integral to the historic merit of a place. 
 
7.6 Services 
 
Whilst remnants or evidence of historic services can be of interest, the insertion of modern 
ones can be damaging. Due care and consideration is needed when planning pipe and 
wire runs, and the implications of new bathrooms or heating systems must be fully 
evaluated. Will historic items or finishes be damaged? Where will vents or flues go? Can a 
floor stand the weight of a full bath without invasive structural works? These are just some 
of the questions that need to be asked. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 
 
 
 

Useful web links and contacts 
 
http://www.ihbc.org.uk/stitch_in_time.htm 
 
This is a frank and detailed guide to historic building maintenance that all owners should 
read. The advice on DIY inspections is very useful, telling you where to look, what to look 
for and what to do. 
 
http://www.spab.org.uk/html/advice/technical-qas/ 
The Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings has this good Q and A section but the 
website has much more to offer as well. 
 
http://www.helm.org.uk/ 
 
‘Information and training to help those who make decisions about the historic environment’ 
 
http://www.buildingconservation.com/articles.htm 
 
Cathedral publications produce a range of specialist journals. This link is to the Articles 
index which has a great selection of reading on a diverse range of subjects.  
 
http://www.victoriansociety.org.uk/adv0.html 
 
The Victorian Society advice notes are quite brief but informative on matters relating to 
that period. 
 
http://83.170.75.16/mod/resource/view.php?id=85 
http://83.170.75.16/mod/resource/view.php?id=82 
 
Guidance from the English Historic Towns Forum on making better applications for 
Planning Permission and Listed Building Consent. 
 
http://www.cornishlime.co.uk/ 
http://www.mikewye.co.uk/ 
http://www.jjsharpe.co.uk/ 
 
These companies supply a wide range of conservation products and offer a variety of 
training opportunities for beginners and building contractors. 
 
http://www.cornwall.gov.uk/index.cfm?articleid=38900 
 
The Cornish Building Stone and Slate Guide tells you where you can obtain genuinely 
local building materials. 
 
http://www.cornishhedges.co.uk/ 
 
The Guild of Cornish Hedgers website has a wealth of historic and practical information 
relating to their subject. 
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