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Abstract 

In Britain, the word ‘longhouse’ refers to a vernacular building of agricultural purposes. The 

longhouse is composed of a narrow two-celled plan featuring a living area at one end and byre for 

the housing of livestock at the other. A cross-passage of entry then provides intercommunication 

between the two spaces. The highest proportion of surviving longhouses in England are found within 

the Dartmoor National Park, a landscape recognisable for its rugged granite outcrops and this is 

reflected in the aesthetics and construction of the longhouse. The typology has undergone a 

surprising longevity of prolonged inhabitation despite being constructed as an incredibly simplistic 

and primitive dwelling. Two inhabited case studies from the parish of Widecombe-in-the-Moor are 

examined in this dissertation and each may be confidently dated to the 17th century but both are 

likely much older. One of which, Higher Tor, has previously been regarded as one of the oldest and 

most complete examples of a Dartmoor longhouse. The other, Oldsbrim, is comparatively younger 

and has seen little in the way of previous academic discussion. The two contrast each other spatially, 

but both maintain the clear longhouse arrangement which has been successfully inhabited for 

centuries. Hygrothermal monitoring was undertaken on both properties during the summer of 2016 

to understand how they compare to modern ideas of comfort. Overall, both properties became a 

little too warm, with Oldsbrim additionally tending to become overly humid. Yet the results at Higher 

Tor were more promising for the potential continued inhabitation of the longhouse. The typology 

epitomises an historic architecture where the intended purpose has long seen its demise and is now 

in conflict with modern lifestyles. The prolonged occupation of these buildings has been a key 

contributor to their care and survival and a considered and rational architectural approach to their 

preservation is of highest importance if they are to receive a certain future.  
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Introduction  

The Dartmoor longhouse is a form of vernacular architecture present in Britain which has 

experienced an immense longevity considering it originated with very simplistic intentions. Previous 

discussions on the topic are successful in cataloguing longhouses across England in archaeological 

terms, but they have a shortcoming in that the view taken is purely objective and there is little 

consideration to the successes or failures of the buildings in an architectural sense. This research 

intends to consider two primary aspects: firstly, the reasons which have permitted these buildings to 

survive and thrive, and secondly, to discuss the rationale behind the continuing inhabitation of these 

ancient buildings in the present day and if there are reasons for their survival which may be 

applicable to architecture today.   

Following this introduction, chapter 1 presents a literature review. Chapter 2 seeks to understand 

what a longhouse is, both globally and specifically to the British Isles. Chapter 3 examines Dartmoor 

as an environment, culturally and geographically, looks specifically at longhouses on Dartmoor to 

understand how they stand currently, and considers a location with many similarities to Dartmoor. 

Chapters 4-6 are a critical examination of two specific case studies including hygrothermal 

monitoring and evaluative comparison of the two. Chapter 8 discusses different ethical approaches 

to continual use of historic buildings and considers how this is applied to the Dartmoor longhouse, 

along with the potential architectural lessons derived from the typology. Concluding remarks are in 

chapter 9.  

Material sources used in this dissertation are bibliographical and architectural. Where case studies 

are referred to, the methodologies for their study involved site visits to the properties and 

conversations with the current owners. Additionally, the author obtained quantitative data to 

examine comfort levels of the case studies. This was achieved through the recording of humidity and 

temperature both inside and outside of the properties.  
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1. Literature Review

The term vernacular architecture is used to describe a wide range of buildings including aboriginal, 

traditional and rural architecture1. In essence, any building which has not been designed by 

architects may be considered vernacular2. During the 19th century, study of vernacular architecture 

was from an anthropological stance. In the UK, this was in an attempt to define a “national 

architectural language”3. Architectural interest in vernacular architecture gained momentum in the 

1960s, Bernard Rudofsky’s exhibition “Architecture without Architects” at the Museum of Modern 

Art, New York4 displayed high quality photographs of vernacular architecture from around the 

world. In the prologue to the accompanying book, he writes that the exhibition attempted to “break 

down our narrow concepts of the art of building by introducing the unfamiliar world of 

nonpedigreed architecture”5, as such focussing the aesthetic values of vernacular structures. 

Towards the end of the decade, books such as Paul Oliver’s ‘Shelter and Society’6 and Amos 

Rapoport’s ‘House, Form and Culture’7 sought to understand the more socio-cultural rationales for 

the form of these buildings and a deeper understanding of the reasons for their arrangements. 

Oliver emphasises that “vernacular shelter is not per se, beautiful”8 nor is it functional in the modern 

sense of the word9. More recently, the subject has seen a deeper integration into architectural 

research and vernacular buildings are examined for the environmental and sustainable positives and 

possibilities which they exemplify10.  

1 Gabriel Arboleda, What Is Vernacular Architecture? (http://www.vernaculararchitecture.com/: PhD Program in 
Architecture - College of Environmental Design - University of California at Berkeley, 2006) [accessed 31 December 2016] 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Bernard Rudofsky, Architecture without Architects : A Short Introduction to Non-Pedigreed Architecture (London: 
Academy Editions, 1972) 
5 Ibid.  
6 Paul Oliver and and others, Shelter and Society (London: Barrie and Rockliff, 1969) 
7 Amos Rapoport, House Form and Culture (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1969) 
8 Oliver and others, Shelter and Society p.28 
9 Ibid. 
10 Arboleda, What Is Vernacular Architecture?  
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A text from the end of the 19th century which discusses early houses England is ‘The Evolution of the 

English House’ by Sidney Oldall Addy11. Addy provides a concise overview of the development of 

traditional building forms used across the country, beginning with early primitive round houses, and 

finishing with more sophisticated Manor or Lord’s houses.  The dwelling type which Addy refers to as 

‘the larger rectangular house’12 is synonymous with the focus of this dissertation and he talks 

poetically on the subject, describing the rectangular ‘bays’ in which they were constructed as an 

early form of an “architectural unit”13, one bay being the simplest and most primitive form of 

construction. When discussing the dwelling house now described as a longhouse, Addy likens their 

arrangement (perhaps optimistically) to that of a church, consisting of “a nave and two isles”14.  

One shortcoming of this text is that it makes little to no reference specifically to Dartmoor 

longhouses and is mostly concerned instead with its Welsh and Yorkshire counterparts. There are 

obvious similarities between the different forms of this building, but factors such as local available 

materials, date and regional preferences15 make it possible to distinguish between the variations. 

Eric Mercer’s book ‘English Vernacular Houses’ for the Royal Commission on Historic Monuments 

England16 discusses different vernacular building types across the country and makes specific 

reference to the longhouse. Mercer opens a broad discussion on how the longhouse varied both 

nationally and over time to suit different requirements of the inhabitants and their accompanying 

cultural identities. The longhouse variation Mercer calls “the classic longhouse”17 refers directly to 

buildings commonly found in Devon and the North-West of England and he gives a clear description 

on what features constitute a building fitting this terminology. He additionally provides a ‘descriptive 

list of monuments’18 which is a catalogue of buildings including a selection of Dartmoor longhouses 

                                                            
11 Sidney Oldall Addy, The Evolution of the English House (London: Swan Sonnenschein, 1905) 
12 Ibid.. p.65-78 
13 Ibid. p.17 
14 Ibid. p.72 
15 David Clark, 'The Medieval Peasant House — Towards a New Paradigm?', Vernacular Architecture, 44.1 (2013), 1-5 p.2 
16 Eric Mercer, English Vernacular Houses : A Study of Traditional Farmhouses and Cottages. ed. by Royal Commission on 
Historical Monuments and English Heritage (London: H.M.S.O., 1975) 
17 Ibid. p.39 
18 Ibid. p.137-228 
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with accompanying descriptions. This book was published in 1975 and gives a useful overview of the 

properties which are discussed and the state which they were in at the time.  

More recent studies of Dartmoor longhouses are usually undertaken by local historians or 

enthusiasts who have an interest in the buildings as archaeological objects. One of the best 

examples of this is ‘Early Dartmoor Farmhouses: Longhouses in Widecombe’19 which is a collection 

of Elizabeth Gawne’s notes on a selection of buildings in Widecombe-in-the-Moor, compiled into a 

book and published in 1998, following Gawne’s death. This book, whilst perhaps not the most 

academic, gives a good analysis of what makes a Dartmoor longhouse and describes, with 

illustrations, a collection of the buildings.  

Conservation attitudes which may be applied to the Devon longhouse are discussed in a dissertation 

completed by Robert A. Seymour for Oxford Brookes University20. Seymour explains the long process 

of alteration that Devon longhouses undergo in order accommodate the needs of the different 

inhabitants across the centuries. He additionally expresses a scepticism on the values of listing these 

longhouses and thus halting the development of a building which has flourished through centuries of 

alteration and whether this is beneficial for their survival. 

When discussing vernacular architecture in Brittany,  a region which mirrors Dartmoor in multiple 

aspects, Gwyn I. Merion-Jones raises several points on how he perceives the importance of the 

future study of all vernacular buildings to be undertaken using a multi-disciplinary approach, stating 

that “the student of folk life, the archaeologist, the architect, the economic and social historian and 

the geographer may each contribute to the study of the peasant house”21, thus suggesting the 

necessity for an holistic understanding of such structures in order to set them successfully in both a 

historical and continual context. Additionally, in ‘Shelter and Society’, Oliver summarises 9 points 

                                                            
19 Elizabeth Gawne, Early Dartmoor Farmhouses : Longhouses in Widecombe. ed. by Jenny Saunders (Newton Abbot, 
Devon: Orchard Publications, 1998) 
20 Robert A. Seymour, 'The Conservation of Devon Longhouses', Thesis (M.Sc.) - Oxford Brookes University, 1996) 
21 Gwyn I. Meirion-Jones, The Vernacular Architecture of Brittany : An Essay in Historical Geography (Edinburgh: John 
Donald, 1982) p.4 
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which he believes necessary to a complete architectural understanding of the vernacular. This 

incorporates topics including the “functional”, “organisational” and “technological” along with the 

“inspirational” and “derivative”22. This dissertation hopes to evoke these suggestions and open an 

architectural discussion of the Dartmoor longhouse as an aid to the historical context in which they 

have been discussed hitherto. Further aims are to consider what architectural features have 

permitted the longevity of these buildings, the viability of present day inhabitation, and what 

components may be attributed to current architectural techniques, including how this sets the 

longhouse for the future and ensures a further existence. It is hoped that this dissertation may be 

read in conjunction with previous and future writings on the subject to give a wider and more 

complete picture.  

22 Oliver and others, Shelter and Society p.25 
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2. The Longhouse

2.1 Longhouses Across the World 

The word ‘longhouse’ is used in broad terms to describe “a building of wholly or partially domestic 

character, considerably longer than its width”23 and is often used interchangeably with the word 

‘hallhouse’ which refers to a single celled building where “the main chamber is a large “hall”, usually 

without a ceiling and open to the roof frame”24. In Britain, the word itself is derived from the 

medieval term ‘domus longa’25 which was used in records to describe varying peasant dwellings. In 

modern times, however, the word ‘longhouse’ is used to describe a much more specific building 

typology, but it is believed that the medieval use of the word was quite literal and could be applied 

to buildings encompassing a range of functions26. In Wales, the term stems from the Welsh ‘ty-hir’ 

which translates directly as longhouse27 

Buildings described as longhouses are visible across the world and may be attributed to a diverse 

range of cultures and locations. The common factor between the different forms is that they are a 

simple examples of vernacular architecture or have been inspired by a former traditional method of 

regional building and living. Longhouses from around the world may be crudely divided into three 

distinctive groups: The South East Asian, the North American, and the European. Examples of each of 

these types either remain inhabited today or are apparent in a historical context. The South East 

Asian longhouse is found predominately and most frequently in Borneo28. These longhouses are 

especially large to accommodate community or multi-family dwelling with some examples reaching 

250m in length29. They are constructed above ground, standing on large wooden piles, housing 

23 Paul Oliver, Dwellings: The Vernacular House World Wide (London: Phaidon, 2003), p.273 
24 Ibid. p.272.  
25 Eric Mercer, 'Domus Longa and Long House', Vernacular Architecture, 3.1 (1972), 9-10 
26 Ibid. 
27 Iorwerth Cyfeiliog Peate, The Welsh House : A Study in Folk Culture. ed. by Greg Stevenson, New ed. / [with foreword by 
Greg Stevenson]. edn (Burnham on Sea, Somerset: Llanerch Press, 2011)  
28 Marcel Vellinga and others, Atlas of Vernacular Architecture of the World (London: Routledge, 2007), p.67 
29 Paul Oliver and and others, Encyclopedia of Vernacular Architecture of the World (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1997) p.1135 
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families of the same lineage30. The North American longhouse shares many of the characteristics of 

the South East Asian, but is particular to Native American people. It is perhaps easiest to distinguish 

between these two types not only by their location and therefore varying available materials and 

construction methods, but also by their accompanying cultures, customs and associated living. One 

noteworthy example of a Native American longhouse is that of the 16th century Iroquois whose self-

given name in their own language is Hodenosaunee, which translates as ‘people of the longhouse’31. 

These longhouses are bark-covered and allowed for multi-family inhabitation where nuclear families 

are each given their own ‘compartment’ with a hearth32. Where Iroquois people survive today, the 

longhouse remains an important element of their lives as a house of ceremony and governance33.  

The European longhouse differs heavily from the other two as these buildings are unlikely to have 

housed any sort of community accommodation and are usually associated with agricultural 

communities and rural farming. European longhouses predominately feature a ‘byre’ which is a term 

used to describe a structure intended for the housing of livestock. The interesting thing about 

European longhouses is that the byre is connected to the dwelling part of the house, allowing for the 

simultaneous accommodation of both man and beast under the same roof34. As with the previous 

two examples, the aesthetics and construction methods of the European longhouse differ 

considerably depending on locally available materials and the climate. However, many of the general 

spatial principles and rationales for shared accommodation with one’s livestock are consistent 

across the continent. One such example is the German ‘hall-house’, of which there are records from 

the 16th century35.  German vernacular architecture is varied and there are examples of both single 

and two-storey timber framed hall-houses. On the ground floor, a hall-house would feature an un-

heated entrance lobby with a separate living area to one side and a byre for livestock on the other36.  

30 Ibid. p.1135 
31 Ibid. p.1841 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid. p.1842 
34 Oliver, Dwellings: The Vernacular House World Wide, p.273 
35 Oliver and others, Encyclopedia of Vernacular Architecture of the World, p.1364 
36 Ibid. 
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2.2 Longhouses and Similar Hall Houses in Britain 

In Britain, the longhouse follows the same basic principles as the Germanic hall-house and is 

succinctly described by Nikolaus Pevsner as a “house and byre in the same range with internal access 

between them.”37 There is evidence of longhouses traced to the 9th century in Northern Britain38 and 

Celtic upland farmers are known to have used a simplistic plan form recognisable as a longhouse, 

with origins as early as the Neolithic period39.  Longhouses would have made suitable summer 

dwellings for early farmers and archaeological examples are often found located in the uplands. It is 

also suggested that the longhouse, as a more permanent structure than its predecessors, assumes a 

more settled lifestyle for its occupiers40. 

The shared accommodation of man and livestock is not a quality exclusive to the longhouse and 

there are several British examples of this practice. In Yorkshire, the equivalent is called a 

‘Laithehouse’41 which although externally bears many similar characteristics, the dwelling portion of 

the building exhibits a more 18th or 19th century plan arrangement and there is unlikely to be any 

intercommunication with the byre, which is accessed by a separate external doorway42. Another 

such example is the ‘bastlehouse’ which existed on the Scottish border until the 18th century43. The 

bastlehouse has a substantial difference in that the division between the inhabitants and their 

livestock is vertical, with the dwelling area accessed via a ladder or stone stairway44. This building is 

thought to have arisen due to more defensive requirements of 17th century living in this location and 

it is suggested that the inhabitants were of a higher class than the usual peasant farmer of the 

time45. Each of these buildings seeks to capitalise on the same practical method of gaining heat from 

one’s livestock by keeping them as close as possible whilst additionally protecting them from 

                                                            
37 Nikolaus Pevsner and John J. Sambrook, Pevsner's Architectural Glossary, Series: Architectural Glossary (New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press, 2010), p.79. 
38 Mercer, English Vernacular Houses : A Study of Traditional Farmhouses and Cottages, p.34 
39 Nigel Harvey, A History of Farm Buildings in England and Wales (Newton Abbot: David and Charles, 1970) p.26 
40 Ibid. p.27 
41 Pevsner and Sambrook, Pevsner's Architectural Glossary, p.79 
42 R. W. Brunskill, Traditional Farm Buildings of Britain (London: Gollancz in association with Peter Crawley, 1982) 
43 Ibid. p.109 
44 Ibid. 
45 Ibid. 
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potential theft. It is thought that the heat from a single cow in this instance would be the equivalent 

of a 1KW electric fire46.  

Variations in styles of vernacular buildings in Britain can be attributed to the rise and fall in 

popularity of the shared accommodation of man and livestock under one roof47. The practice of this 

tradition appears to have varied dramatically not only through time periods, but over different 

portions of the country, resulting in a wide spectrum of national building techniques. 

46 Gawne, Early Dartmoor Farmhouses : Longhouses in Widecombe, p.5 
47 Mercer, English Vernacular Houses : A Study of Traditional Farmhouses and Cottages p.34 

Figure 1 Longhouse, Bastlehouse & Laithehouse, R.W. Brunskill, 'Traditional Farm 
Buildings of Britain', p.106 
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2.3 Features of a British Longhouse 

To break a typical British longhouse into its most primitive spatial elements would be as follows: 

i.) The cross or through passage 

ii.) The dwelling area or ‘livier’, sometimes including an inner room or ‘bower’ 

iii.) The byre or ‘shippon’ for housing livestock which often had a second level for feed 

storage called the ‘tallet’  

The cross passage, in simplest terms, is a corridor, providing an axial walkway through the centre of 

the building and subsequent access into either the livier or shippon. It is likely that it is sized 

accordingly so that cattle may be herded easily into the shippon but is unable to turn and exit the 

building48.  

The cross passage is viewed as the most important part of a longhouse but it is simultaneously the 

least understood. Similar houses such as the ‘black-houses’ of Northern Scotland function in the 

same way but lack the cross passage and appear to have been equally suitable and fit for purpose49. 

The dimensions of the cross passage vary substantially but it does not appear adequate space to 

48 Oliver and others, Encyclopedia of Vernacular Architecture of the World p.414 
49 Brunskill, Traditional Farm Buildings of Britain, p.106.  

Figure 2 Plan Showing General Longhouse Arrangement, Author's Own Work 
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additionally act as a threshing floor or facilitate another similar function50. It should also be noted 

that the cross passage is a feature which is not exclusive to the longhouse and as Mercer describes 

it: “Every longhouse will have a through passage, in however rudimentary form; but not every 

building with a through passage is a longhouse.”51 Much of the debate on the importance and 

function of the cross passage is due an apparent intention to visibly express the overlapping of the 

two separate functions where the building meets at this central point. It is often observed that the 

cross passage will be structurally part of the shippon, constructed in a rugged stone and sometimes 

even with a divide visible externally in the rubble walls, but inside will be decorated architecturally 

as part of the livier52.Thereby declaring an interpenetration of the two spaces. This is an interesting 

aspect to consider as it suggests that the cross-passage functions as an intermediate space rather 

than a divide between the shippon and the livier. This is a surprisingly elegant architectural notion 

from a tectonic aspect and the overlapping of spaces and functions such as this is a technique not 

uncommon today.  

The longhouse would be sited on a portion of land with a large gradient so that the building would 

follow the slope. Sometimes they would have been constructed to face away from prevailing winds 

but the contours of the landscape were a more crucial component. The shippon would be located to 

the lower end of the building, making use of the incline to ensure that waste produced by the 

animals housed within would be directed away from the property and exhausted through drainage 

slots in the end wall (Figure 3). The cattle would be tethered to the walls inside the shippon, facing 

away from the drain which becomes a “central manure passage”53. Usually the shippon would house 

4-6 cattle, which would be smaller than those which exist today, yet some examples with larger

50 Ibid. 
51 Mercer, English Vernacular Houses : A Study of Traditional Farmhouses and Cottages, p.34 
52 Brunskill, Traditional Farm Buildings of Britain p.107 
53 Ibid. p.104 
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shippons were capable of housing up to 1654. The shippon is 

unlikely to have housed livestock other than cattle as the 

medieval farmer known to reside within a longhouse would 

have had little interest in sheep or corn55. This is not to 

suggest that at the time of construction the farmer who lived 

in a longhouse would have been impoverished, as the 

ownership of cattle was more likely a sign of wealth. 

However, this is less true in later years as the practice of 

shared accommodation persisted. An additional benefit of a 

connected shippon is that over the winter, manure will 

accumulate which then may be used for fertilisation on neighbouring fields for crop growth56. 

A fireplace would normally be found within the livier against the wall of the cross-passage57, 

superseding an original arrangement where an open hearth would be found in the centre of the 

space58. Originally, the livier would have been one simple, completely open hall59 where sleeping 

and cooking would all have taken place around the hearth. As chimneys and upper floors were 

added, additional outshoots would follow and areas would be partitioned off to create further 

rooms60 used as dairies or small kitchens. A table would normally be found next to the fireplace and 

this space would feature one of the few windows, allowing natural light onto the table61.  

54 Gawne, Early Dartmoor Farmhouses : Longhouses in Widecombe p.28 
55 M. W. Barley, The English Farmhouse and Cottage (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1961) p.108 
56 R. Hansford Worth, Worth's Dartmoor. ed. by F. S. Russell and Guy Malcolm Spooner, New ed. / with introduction by G. 
M. Spooner. edn (Newton Abbot (Devon): David & Charles, 1967)
57 Barley, The English Farmhouse and Cottage p.110
58 Mercer, English Vernacular Houses : A Study of Traditional Farmhouses and Cottages p.39
59 Gawne, Early Dartmoor Farmhouses : Longhouses in Widecombe p.21 
60 Ibid.
61 Ibid. p.19 

Figure 3 Shippon Drain at Shilstone
Farmhouse, Author's Own 
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2.4 Longhouses Across Britain  

The distribution of longhouses in Great Britain is depicted in Figure 4. Historic England lists 412 

entries which include the term longhouse, the Royal Commission of the Ancient and Historical 

Monuments of Wales recognises 436 locations under the “site type” longhouse, and Historic 

Environment Scotland designates 34 structures described with the word longhouse. There is a 

general correlation to the West of Great Britain, with the highest proportion of longhouses found 

across Wales and in the South West of England. 

 It should be noted that most sites in Wales are of an archaeological interest or were scheduled 

monuments as the term longhouse returned a broader scope of data than in England. For instance, 

the longhouses at the deserted village at Hound Tor (described in chapter 3) did not appear in the 

data provided by Historic England, despite this being a scheduled ancient monument62.  

                                                            
62 Historic England, Prehistoric and Medieval Settlements and Their Field Systems at Hound Tor (Historic England, 2017) 
<https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/list-entry/1016255> [accessed 04 January 2017] 
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Figure 4 Longhouses in Great Britain, Author's Own Work Based on Data from Historic England, Royal Commission of the 
Ancient and Historical Monuments of Wales, Historic Environment Scotland and Europa.eu 
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Natural England defines moorland as an area of “unenclosed land of the English uplands”63. Figure 5 

describes the correlation between the locations in England of listed longhouses and areas 

considered by Natural England to be moorland. There are several possible reasons for this 

relationship, the first would be due to the longhouse’s association with traditional upland farming, 

or due to a similarity in the available building material found on moorland and the associated 

lifestyle which comes with it. Or it may simply be due to the remoteness of the English uplands 

which have permitted the longhouses a prolonged lifespan.  

63 Joanne Backshall and others, The Upland Management Handbook (English Nature, 2001) p.6:3 
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Figure 5 Listed and Scheduled Longhouses in England Compared with Areas Defined as 'Moorland’, Author's Own Work 
Based on Data from Historic England, Natural England and Europa.eu 
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3. Devon, Dartmoor and the Longhouse

3.1 Devon and Dartmoor 

The South of England may be divided into two geological sectors: “soft landscapes and rugged 

deeply dissected scenery”64. The boundary between the two crosses over Devon, making it 

geologically one of the more diverse settings in the British Isles. This is heavily reflected in the 

county’s landscape65 and there is a strong likelihood that the geological environment has had a large 

impact on man’s development in the area66. The country varies from soft red earth in the lowlands, 

to sandstone uplands on Exmoor in the North and granite on Dartmoor in the South67. Devon is also 

one of the larger English counties, measuring 118km East-West68. 

64 E. M. Durrance and D. J. C. Laming, The Geology of Devon (Exeter: University of Exeter, 1982) p.3 
65 Ibid. 
66 Ibid. 
67 Ibid. 
68 Ibid. p.1 

Figure 6 Devon and the Dartmoor National Park, Author's Own Work Using Data from Europa.eu and UK National Parks 
INSPIRE Web Map Service
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Dartmoor granite is formed by a phenomenon known as a ‘silicic pluton’69 where once molten, 

volcanic rock has cooled and become exposed over millions of years of erosion70. The Dartmoor 

granite covers 625km2, the largest single exposed example of a silicic pluton in Britain71. Less than 

1% of the granite bedrock is visible on the surface of the moors72. 

Dartmoor boasts a high mineral wealth in tin and copper73 and mining is known to have existed in 

the area since pre-roman times74, only beginning to see a decline towards the end of the 19th 

century75. Today, mining receives a fair degree of environmental opposition since the designation as 

a National Park in 195176. 

Farming has been present on the uplands of Dartmoor for at least 4000 years, early farmers would 

have practiced transhumance where they would periodically move to temporary upland dwellings to 

be closer to their cattle77. These seasonal dwellings would later become more permanent homes or 

the typology or site would be re-used in new constructions78.  Dartmoor has always been an isolated 

place in which to reside79 and people dwelling on the moors were limited to resources present on 

the surface, with stone being an obvious building material. Prehistoric man used the granite to 

construct field boundaries and hut circles80, then as farming advancements necessitated field 

clearance, a supply was generated for larger constructions of undressed, rubble filled stone walls81. 

Most of these buildings were then rebuilt in dressed stone from the 14th century onwards82 which 

continued in popularity into the Elizabethan era83. The quarrying of granite was virtually unknown 

69 Ibid. p.86 
70 John W. Perkins, Geology Explained : Dartmoor and the Tamar Valley (Newton Abbot: David and Charles, 1972) p.13 
71 Durrance and Laming, The Geology of Devon p.86 
72 Ibid. 
73 Perkins, Geology Explained : Dartmoor and the Tamar Valley p.21 
74 Durrance and Laming, The Geology of Devon p.126 
75 Ibid. 
76 Ibid. 
77 H. S. A. Fox, Dartmoor's Alluring Uplands : Transhumance and Pastoral Management in the Middle Ages. ed. by Matthew 
Tompkins and Christopher Dyer (Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 2012) p.139 
78 Ibid. p.142 
79 Perkins, Geology Explained : Dartmoor and the Tamar Valley p.11 
80 Ibid. 
81 Ibid. 
82 Ibid. 
83 Ibid. p.108 
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until the 19th century84 when it was used across the country and was prized for being able to 

“weather well, being less susceptible to frost or chemical action, retain an even surface … and even 

have a crushing strength well beyond the average demands”85. 

In the last 200 years, as technology advancements made the moorlands more accessible, the mining 

and agricultural trades have given way to tourism as the main economy of the area86. 

3.2 Features of a Dartmoor longhouse 

The features which distinguish a Dartmoor longhouse from others across Britain may be attributed 

to the period in which they were constructed. As has previously been discussed, a satisfaction or 

necessity for the cohabitation of man and animal varied across the country. Examples of longhouses 

in the North of England are usually of a later construction than those found in Devon87 as the 

practice and tradition of cohabitation in the North outlasted the South-West. Despite this, the upper 

tenantry in areas where Longhouses are found in the North were more developed than in the South-

West88. Longhouses found in the North are of a more uniform construction and are likely to 

originally feature more developed characteristics such as an inner room or upper floor89. The Devon 

longhouse is likely to have had humbler origins and slowly had these spaces and features added. As 

Mercer describes the contrast: “the North did not, as in Devon, undergo development, beginning in 

a lowly form and ending in a higher one; on the contrary, it came into the world fully-fashioned”90. 

The Welsh longhouse exhibits a much closer format to the Dartmoor longhouse, but in general the 

building would have initially stood without a shippon which would then be added later91. 

84 Worth, Worth's Dartmoor p.355 
85 Perkins, Geology Explained : Dartmoor and the Tamar Valley p.106 
86 Ibid. p.11 
87 Mercer, English Vernacular Houses : A Study of Traditional Farmhouses and Cottages p.41 
88 Ibid. 
89 Ibid. 
90 Ibid. p.42 
91 Brunskill, Traditional Farm Buildings of Britain p.107 
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The Devon longhouse would have been constructed using unquarried92 solid granite walls, 

traditionally with a thatched roof supported by raised timber cruck trusses, where curved timber 

blades are buried within the walls and form the shape of the roof, holding the weight through a 

ridge beam and purlins93. 

92 Gawne, Early Dartmoor Farmhouses : Longhouses in Widecombe p.31 
93 N. W. Alcock, Cruck Construction : An Introduction and Catalogue (London: Council for British Archaeology, 1981) p.3 

Figure 7 Sanders, a Classic Dartmoor Longhouse at Lettaford, Harold Fox, 'Dartmoor's Alluring Uplands' plate 9 
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3.3 Excavated Sites 

Evidence of longhouses on Dartmoor is visible from the 13th century, but likely has a much longer 

history94. E.M. Minter undertook excavations of deserted settlements on Dartmoor in the 1960s and 

70s which were later reported on by Guy Beresford. Excavations were made at 3 locations: Hound 

Tor village, a deserted lone farmstead known as Dinna Clerks, and on a site locally known as 

Hutholes95.  

The settlement at hound tor village is 

perhaps the most insightful. It is 

comprised of 4 distinct farmsteads, 

arranged around an irregular pattern of 

yards and low stone walls. Each holding 

had a longhouse with shippon, a barn 

for crop processing and a corn dryer96. 

There additionally existed another lone 

farmstead north of the village of a 

similar arrangement that made use of a 

prehistoric round house as an animal 

pen97. One of the conclusions of this excavation was that there had previously existed a long 

tradition of temporary, turf walled dwellings on this location, superseding the permanent granite 

longhouses. The apparent existence of many layers of stake holes suggested structures from as early 

as 900AD98. This has since been revised as no turf appears to have survived in situ and it is thought 

94 Mercer, English Vernacular Houses : A Study of Traditional Farmhouses and Cottages p.35 
95 Guy Beresford and others, 'Three Deserted Medieval Settlements on Dartmoor: A Report on the Late E. Marie Minter's 
Excavations', Medieval Archaeology, 23.1 (1979), 98-158 
96 Deborah M Griffiths and and others, The Archaeology of Dartmoor : Perspectives from the 1990s (Devon Archaeological 
Society and Dartmoor National Park Authority, 1996) p.123 
97 Beresford and others, 'Three Deserted Medieval Settlements on Dartmoor: A Report on the Late E. Marie Minter's 
Excavations', p.104 
98 Ibid. p.115 

Figure 8 Houndtor Village, Plan of 13th Century Settlement with Stone 
Houses, Guy Beresford, 'Three Deserted Settlements on Dartmoor: A 
Report on the Late E. Marie Minter's Excavations' in Medieval 
Archaeology 23.1 p.103 
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that if there were former structures on this site then they are more likely to be simpler, light wattle 

structures used in the summer by herdsman99. It is however worth noting that many medieval 

farmsteads do show some sort of former iteration of short lived structures as locations were 

selected for a reliable supply of water and arable land100. With Dartmoor being such a palimpsest of 

persistent agricultural activity101 it is not unwise to suggest, even in a purely romantic sense, that 

many of the farmsteads in Dartmoor have a deeper history than what they exhibit on face value.  

An interesting question posed by this 

settlement is why it was deserted when 

nearby similar farmsteads remained 

proficient and viable. It is believed that the 

answer to this is due to climate 

deterioration. Towards the end of the 

Medieval warm period, farming was no longer possible at higher altitudes such as where this site is 

located102. This theory is further confirmed due to a lack of pottery uncovered during the excavation 

which is suggestive that the village was not abandoned but deserted over a gradual period, with 

inhabitants taking belongings with them. It also appears that in the later days of inhabitation at least 

one of the longhouses was converted into an ancillary barn, suggesting that some of the inhabitants 

remained on the site longer than others103. This contrasts with the lone farmstead Dinna Clerks 

which was abandoned due to a fire and consequently contained an abundance of pottery104. This 

suggests that the properties which have survived are those which are located at a lower altitude, on 

land which remained viable for farming after the medieval warm period.   

99 Griffiths and others, The Archaeology of Dartmoor : Perspectives from the 1990s p.122 
100 Harvey, A History of Farm Buildings in England and Wales p.22 
101 Beresford and others, 'Three Deserted Medieval Settlements on Dartmoor: A Report on the Late E. Marie Minter's 
Excavations', p.150 
102 Ibid. p.143 
103 Gawne, Early Dartmoor Farmhouses : Longhouses in Widecombe p.11 
104 Griffiths and others, The Archaeology of Dartmoor : Perspectives from the 1990s p.129  

Figure 9 Remains of House 7 at Hound Tor Village, Author's Own 



25 

3.4 Dimensions and Process of Alteration 

A key aspect drawn from the excavated sites is the consistency in the dimensions of the longhouses. 

The longhouses at Hound Tor and other archeological sites across Devon are of a similar size (Figure 

11), suggesting that all the inhabitants were relatively level in stature and wealth, having a similar 

quantity of livestock accommodated within their house105. Gawne further observes how many of the 

standing, inhabited longhouses are of similar proportions despite often being later constructions 

(Figure 10). In the foreward to her book, Nat Alcock recalls her excitement on the subject, 

particularly after discovering the unusual arrangement at Higher Tor (described in following 

chapters) which “demonstrates that medieval Dartmoor peasant houses were no different in 

essence from those that are still inhabited; they were not crudely constructed temporary or 

impermanent buildings”106. This is suggestive of a satisfaction with the simplicity and scale of such 

buildings if their form remains viable for such a long period. 

105 Ibid. p.124 
106 Gawne, Early Dartmoor Farmhouses : Longhouses in Widecombe p.iv 

Figure 11 Plans of Longhouses Excavated on Dartmoor 
Sites, C.G. Henderson and P.J. Weddell ‘Medieval 
Settlements on Dartmoor and West Devon’ in ‘The 
Archaeology of Dartmoor, Perspectives from the 1990s’ 
p.136

Figure 10 Plans of Early Houses Showing Position of 
Hearth or Stack, Elizabeth Gawne and Jenny Saunders, 
'Early Dartmoor Farmhouses: Longhouses in 
Widecombe' p.37 
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Variations within the typology have been discussed by R. H. Worth in his writings on Dartmoor107 

and has been elaborated on by Seymour to describe the evolutionary process which has generated 

the differing forms108 (Figure 12). The usual order to this is as follows:  

i.) Simple two-celled plan 

ii.) Development of inner room or bower 

iii.) Gradual division between the livier and shippon 

iv.) Initial flooring over with “jetties” 

v.) Introduction of chimney stack and staircases, creating a more substantial first floor 

vi.) Separate shippon entrance 

vii.) Extensions or “outshots” added 

viii.) Shippon converted to residential 

107 Worth, Worth's Dartmoor p.403 
108 Seymour, 'The Conservation of Devon Longhouses' p.31-39 
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Figure 12 An Evolutional Typology for Devon Longhouses, Robert A. Seymour, 'The Conservation of Devon Longhouses' p.3 
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3.5 Current Surviving State  

180 of the 412 Historic England list entries including the term ‘longhouse’ are found in Devon. Figure 

13 shows the distribution of Historic England’s listed and scheduled longhouses in Devon, overlaid 

on the two designated national parks, Dartmoor to the South and Exmoor to the North. Dartmoor 

boasts the highest proportion of known longhouses. 

There are some limitations to this diagram as there is a strong likelihood that almost all farmhouses 

on Dartmooor will have their origins in some form or another as a longhouse109, but it remains a 

useful description of those buildings which have maintained clear evidence as a standing or former 

longhouse. 

109 Gawne, Early Dartmoor Farmhouses : Longhouses in Widecombe p.17 
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Figure 13 Listed and Scheduled Longhouses in Devon Showing Dartmoor National Park and Exmoor National Park, Author's 
Own Work Using Data from Historic England, data.gov.uk and Europa.eu 
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Figure 14 shows the relationship between listed longhouses within the national park and the areas 

defined by Natural England as moorland or woodland.  

In most cases, longhouses are not found on areas currently considered true, open moorland. This 

may further the suggestion that the longhouses in these locations were more likely to survive than 

those found on harsher uplands. Existing longhouses may have experienced a longevity which would 

have been impossible on other sites. Conversely, it could also mean that it was a more viable option 

to situate a longhouse not on the open moorland but adjacent to it. It may have been preferable to 

position the building in a location not as exposed as the moorland where the land is more 

prosperous or there are other available materials in abundance.  

There is little direct correlation between the areas of woodland and the locations of longhouses but 

there appears to be a tendency for the buildings to be situated within a proximity to woodland 

which is likely due to the scarcity of timber on the moors. 
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Figure 14 Listed and Scheduled Longhouses in the Dartmoor National Park Showing the Areas Classified as 'Moorland' and 
‘Woodland’, Author's Own Work Using Data from Historic England, Natural England and UK National Parks INSPIRE Web 
Map Service 
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The granite of Dartmoor can be categorised into two groups: the coarse grained or ‘giant’ granite 

and the once quarried ‘blue’ granite110. As granite is the primary building material of the Dartmoor 

longhouse, Figure 15 describes the listed longhouses relationship to the granite bedrock. The 

illustration depicting different granite grains is reproduced from ‘The Geology of Devon’111. 

 The prevailing arrangement appears to be that the longhouses are found on areas of bedrock 

described as ‘coarse, richly megacrystic granite’ which is stone with the largest crystalline grain. One 

can only speculate as to why this relationship exists, but assumedly this granite was either the most 

suitable for construction and the easiest to source and work, or has proved the most resilient and 

durable. In Seymour’s dissertation on the conservation of the Devon longhouse, he suggests that 

“the largest concentrations are found on the areas of geographically older rock which are above 

1000 feet (300m) which are the harsher and more remote parts of the county.”112 

110 Clement Reid, The Geology of Dartmoor : Explanation of Sheet 338. ed. by George Barrow and others (London: Printed 
for H. M. Stationery Off., by Darling & Son, 1912) p.25 
111 Durrance and Laming, The Geology of Devon p.94 
112 Seymour, 'The Conservation of Devon Longhouses' p.24 
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Figure 15 Listed and Scheduled Longhouses in the Dartmoor National Park Showing the Showing the Granite Bed, Author's 
Own Work Using Data from Historic England, Natural England and EDINA Geology Digimap Service, Overlaid on Geological 
Map, E. M. Durrance and D. J. C. Laming, ‘The Geology of Devon’ p.94 
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Figure 16 describes the arrangement of longhouses on Dartmoor compared with the local 

government defined ‘landscape character descriptions’.  Most of the longhouses are positioned on 

areas described as ‘moorland edge slopes’, with a few located on ‘upland moorland with tors’. The 

moorland edge slopes are the areas falling away from the high moors and often comprises land of a 

pastoral character113. The neighbouring upland moorland with tors describes the more jagged and 

open landscape associated with the more traditional methods of upland farming114. The listed 

longhouses appear to be clustered around the higher edges of the moorland edge slopes and further 

away from the river valleys. This furthers the assumption of a desire to be located next to the open 

moor for the agricultural benefits of different land conditions.  

113 Land use consultants for Dartmoor National Park Authority, A Landscape Character Assessment for Dartmoor National 
Park (Bristol:  2010) <http://www.dartmoor.gov.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/43375/pl-part4-lca.pdf> [accessed 06 
January 2017] p.64 
114 Ibid. p.46 
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Figure 16 Listed and Scheduled Longhouses in the Dartmoor National Park Compared with Landscape Character 
Descriptions, Author's Own Work Using Data from Historic England and UK National Parks INSPIRE Web Map Service 
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3.6 Local Authority Design Guidance 

The Dartmoor National Park Authority (DNPA) was established in 1995115 and oversees the care of 

the national park, including any planning applications. The 2011 design guide states that the key 

priority of the authority is to protect the quality and remoteness of the environment116 and all 

building works should hold the surroundings as of the greatest influence117. The area in which the 

DNPA has jurisdiction contains an abundance of both agricultural and historical buildings and the 

two words often are used interchangeably. The design guide is specific in referring to the DNPA’s 

preferred treatment of both examples. There is much overlap in their specifications, but in general 

this involves careful consideration of the intended functions118, repair and replace with suited 

materials119 and make as few alterations to form and character as possible120. For historic buildings, 

thermal improvement may only be made provided there is no loss of historic fabric121. The guide 

makes specific reference to a longhouse shippon as a building element deemed “unsuitable for 

conversion”122, which is likely due to the rarity of finding one unconverted today.  

115 Dartmoor National Park Authority, About Us (Bovey Tracey: Dartmoor National Park Authority, 2016) 
<http://www.dartmoor.gov.uk/aboutus> [accessed 01 January 2017] 
116 Dartmoor National Park Authority, Dartmoor National Park Design Guide (Bovey Tracey: Dartmoor National Park 
Authority, 2011) <http://www.dartmoor.gov.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003/72696/14781_111109_Dartmoor-Design-
Guide_Web.pdf> [accessed 01 January 2017] p.10 
117 Ibid. p.36 
118 Ibid. p.48 
119 Ibid. p.56 
120 Ibid. p.48 
121 Ibid. p.56 
122 Ibid. p.100 
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3.7 Comparisons with Brittany  

In his book ‘The Vernacular Architecture of Brittany: An Essay in 

Historical Geography’, Gwyn I. Merion-Jones describes a 

landscape which directly parallels Devon. The area has a deeply 

ingrained relationship with the South-West of England and 

people have migrated to the area for the last 1500 years123. The 

local population has exhibited an extreme conservatism with 

attempts to retain many ancient traditions124, which combined 

with a landscape composed of granite, broom and gorse125 has 

resulted in a built environment with complete comparability to 

Dartmoor. Granite is the common building material across Brittany,126 often paired with a thatched 

roof127.  The region is also recognisable for historic agricultural communities residing in small clusters 

or isolated farmsteads128. The housing typologies and historic development are akin to that on 

Dartmoor and the longhouse enjoys a fair distribution across the area129. There are however 

variations between the two locations as a more diverse geological environment has allowed a wider 

sample of granites to be used in Brittany130. This combined with a greater concentration of 

woodland131 has permitted more aesthetic variations to the buildings. Merion-Jones states that the 

cohabitation of man and livestock has been the defining factor in the development of the region’s 

architectural language132. There has been much blurring of the functionality of the longhouse in 

Brittany due to the area it encompasses. Merion-Jones gives examples of the shippon 

123 Meirion-Jones, The Vernacular Architecture of Brittany : An Essay in Historical Geography p.360 
124 Ibid. p.7 
125 Ibid. p.1 
126 Ibid. p.45 
127 Ibid. p.47 
128 Ibid.  
129 Ibid. p.113 
130 Ibid. p.45 
131 Ibid. p.47 
132 Ibid. p.365 

Figure 17 Britany and the 'Atlantic Ends 
of Europe', Gwyn I. Meirion-Jones, 'The 
Vernacular Architecture of Brittany' p.2
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housing a wider range of livestock133 and the typology being re-appropriated to suit a fisherman and 

the shippon equivalent is used only for storage134.  The intimacy between these two locations and 

how the development of the historic building stock has varied could be an intriguing topic for further 

research.  

133 Ibid. p.191 
134 Ibid. p.192 

Figure 18 Kervaly 1, 2, Plumergat, Morbighan, Gwyn I. Meirion-Jones, 'The Vernacular 
Architecture of Brittany’ p.193 
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4. The Case Studies – Context and Description  

4.1 Location and Age 

An expanded description of the case studies’ location and their context may be found in Appendix 1 – 

The Case Studies in Context 

Each of the case studies, Higher Tor and Oldsbrim, are located in Widecombe-in-the-Moor, a parish 

in Dartmoor that boasts a high quantity of surviving longhouses which is perhaps a consequence of 

former isolation of the area, even compared with the rest of the moors135.   

Higher Tor lies roughly 1.5km East of the village of Poundsgate amongst a small cluster of similar 

farmsteads. There are three neighbouring properties of similar calibre which Pevsner describes as “a 

particularly rewarding and instructive series of four longhouses.”136 Each longhouse is of granite 

rubble wall construction with thatched roofs. One of these properties, Higher Uppacott, is a grade I 

listed building137 currently owned by the DNPA and open to the public. The building is notable due to 

its completeness as a traditional longhouse and still features an unconverted shippon138. As of 2016, 

the building is undergoing a series of alterations139 which seek to conserve all features which are pre 

19th century140. 

                                                            
135 Gawne, Early Dartmoor Farmhouses : Longhouses in Widecombe p.3 
136 Bridget Cherry and Nikolaus Pevsner, Devon, 4th edn (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2004) p.908 
137 Historic England, Higher Uppacott Uppacott (Historic England, 2016) <https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/list-
entry/1241837> [accessed 18th October 2016] 
138 Cherry and Pevsner, Devon p.908 
139 Dartmoor National Park Authority, Conserving a Dartmoor Longhouse (Bovey Tracey: Dartmoor National Park Authority, 
2015) <http://www.dartmoor.gov.uk/visiting/vi-eventsguidedwalks/higher-uppacott/conserving-a-longhouse> [accessed 
02 January 2017] 
140 Dr Ian Mortimer, Local Historian and Secretary-of-State Appointee to Dartmoor National Park Authority 
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Figure 19 Case Study and Excavated Site Locations within the Dartmoor National Park, Author's Own Work Using Data from 
Historic England and UK National Parks INSPIRE Web Map Service 
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Higher Tor is located down a narrow track from Uppacott. It has a neighbouring property, Lower Tor 

and the two houses sit along the same axis incredibly close to one another. Gawne states that that 

the lives of previous inhabitants were likely once “intimately bound together”141. She additionally 

describes Higher Tor as being “the most complete of the Widecombe longhouses”142. Higher Tor has 

undergone alterations since the completion of Gawne's book, but retains a pure, rectangular 

longhouse plan. The farmhouse is grade II*143 listed and has two grade II listed outbuildings144.  

141 Gawne, Early Dartmoor Farmhouses : Longhouses in Widecombe p.16 
142 Ibid. p.82 
143 Historic England, Higher Tor Farmhouse (Historic England, 2016) <https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/list-
entry/1260392> [accessed 18th October 2016] 
144 Historic England, Search Results for 'Higher Tor' (Historic England, 2016) <https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-
list/results?q=higher%20tor&amp;amp;searchtype=nhlesearch> [accessed 18th October 2016] 

Figure 20 Uppacott and Tor, Author's Own Work Using Data from EDINA Digimap Ordnance Survey Service, 
<http://digimap.edina.ac.uk> 
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Both Higher and Lower Tor have elements or features that may be dated confidently to at least the 

16th century145, but it is certain that both are much older than this. Higher Tor is thought to date at 

the latest from the 14th century146 as it has spatial features unusual for a standing Dartmoor 

longhouse that draw parallels with the arrangement of the excavated longhouses at Hound Tor. For 

instance, the chimney stack is located centrally in the livier akin to the location of the hearth in the 

excavated buildings147 and it is potentially the only standing longhouse to be arranged in this way. 

Higher Tor is likely to be later than the excavated longhouses due to the presence of timber raised 

cruck trusses which were not found at Hound Tor148. However, due to many other features it 

exhibits such as the narrow plan with corners curving into the livier, it is likely a very early example 

of a longhouse to feature this149. Gawne’s states that this property is as near as is possible to seeing 

a Dartmoor Longhouse as it would have originally been constructed150. 

145 Mercer, English Vernacular Houses : A Study of Traditional Farmhouses and Cottages p.151 
146 Gawne, Early Dartmoor Farmhouses : Longhouses in Widecombe p.85 
147 Ibid. p.84 
148 Ibid.  
149 Ibid. 
150 Ibid. p.85 

Figure 21 Higher Tor and Lower Tor, Elizabeth Gawne and Jenny Saunders, 'Early Dartmoor Farmhouses: 
Longhouses in Widecombe' p.16 
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Oldsbrim is located 1.3km North West of Higher Tor. The longhouse is also of random rubble granite 

wall construction with a thatched roof. Few texts refer to the building but Oliver mentions the 

property in ‘The Encyclopedia of Vernacular Architecture’ as being noteworthy for demonstrating a 

transition stage in the addition of upper floors151. Oldsbrim is an isolated farmstead and the 

building’s remoteness may have been a contributing factor to it being overlooked in previous 

discussions. The longhouse is grade II listed152 and has an accompanying unconnected external 

shippon, also grade II listed153. The listing states the longhouse to be 17th century or earlier154, with 

the detached shippon being a later addition155. However, a farmstead  is believed to have existed on 

the site as early as the 13th century156. The two-celled plan arrangement of a former longhouse is 

clearly visible and externally, Oldsbrim is of a more uniform construction than Higher Tor which is 

likely due to it being comparatively younger.  

151 Oliver and others, Encyclopedia of Vernacular Architecture of the World p.1282 
152 Historic England, Oldsbrim Farmhouse (Historic England, 2016) <https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/list-
entry/1260292> [accessed 18 November 2016] 
153 Historic England, Shippon About 10 Metres South West of Oldsbrim Farmhouse, Including the Stone Wall Extending 
across the Lower End of the Farmyard (Historic England,, 2016) <https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/list-
entry/1241906> [accessed 18 November 2016] 
154 Historic England, Oldsbrim Farmhouse  
155 Ibid. 
156 Current Owner 

Figure 22 Oldsbrim Farmhouse and External Shippon with Sharp Tor in the Background, 
Author's Own 
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4.2 Case Study 1 – Higher Tor  

A full description of this case study may be found in Appendix 2 – Higher Tor Description 

Higher Tor is orientated on an almost exactly 

East-West Axis. The building slopes up from the 

former shippon at the East end to a 

contemporary extension at the West. The 

ground floor of the building retains much of the 

original plan arrangement. The farmhouse has 

undergone several large alterations during its 

lifespan, one of the most notable historic 

examples was in 1632 by the then owner 

Richard Hext whose initials are carved over the 

fireplace in the hearth room. Further alterations 

followed a fire in the 1980s which included raising the roof. The original timber half-cruck trusses are 

visible within the property but are no longer structural and the roof is held by contemporary timber 

scissor trusses.  

The cross passage of entry is still evident which leads on one side to the hearth room with unusually 

located stack and further into the inner room, used as a living room. The former shippon has been 

converted into a kitchen and dining area and is still open to the roof. A timber staircase leads up to a 

balcony area overlooking the shippon and then on to a series of bedrooms. An additional bedroom 

exists on a second floor at the west end of the house.  

Figure 23 Higher and Lower Tor, Author's Own Work Using 
Data from EDINA Digimap Ordnance Survey Service, 
<http://digimap.edina.ac.uk> 
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Figure 24 Higher Tor Ground and First Floor Plans, Author's Own Based on Drawings by Barry Marmot, Marmot Associates 
(Large scale available in Appendix 2 – Higher Tor Description) 

Figure 25 Higher Tor Section and Elevations, Barry Marmot, Marmot Associates 
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Figure 26 Higher Tor North Elevation, Author’s Own 

Figure 27 Higher Tor Trusses and Balcony, Author's Own 
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Figure 28 Higher Tor Former Shippon Showing Cruck in Wall, Author's Own 
 

 

Figure 29 Higher Tor Master Bedroom, Jackson and Stops Sales Information <http://www.jackson-stops.co.uk/cgi-
bin/properties/summary-details.pl?propID=66213> [Accessed 08 January 2017] 
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4.3 Case Study 2 – Oldsbrim 

A full description of this case study may be found in Appendix 3 – Oldsbrim Description 

Oldsbrim is arranged on a North-South axis, the 

former shippon is to the South of the property 

which slopes up substantially to the North. The 

north most portion of the ground floor is buried 

into the topography. Unlike Higher Tor, 

Oldsbrim has received few additions to the 

original longhouse form and only has a small 

porch outshot to the west of the property. The 

building has however been extended at some 

point in its lifetime as there is a division in the 

exterior stonework at the shippon end of the building. The roof has been raised since Oliver’s 

description of the property (Figure 32 and Figure 33) and the building is no longer in the transition 

phase he describes.  

Internally the arrangement is very different to Higher Tor considering both began with similar 

arrangements. The cross passage is still visible and steps lead down from within to a bedroom, 

bathroom and study on the lower ground floor of the former shippon. Above this is the kitchen and 

dining room with an additional mezzanine floor used as a study. The cross passage boasts the only 

double height space open to the roof in the property. To the north, the stack is found in the usual 

location, between the cross-passage and livier which is used as a living room. A winding flight of 

granite steps lead up to the master bedroom with en-suite bathroom.  Overall, the building is 

smaller than Higher Tor but the spaces seem a little more generous.  

Figure 30 Oldsbrim, Author's Own Work Using Data from 
EDINA Digimap Ordnance Survey Service, 
<http://digimap.edina.ac.uk> 
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Figure 31 Oldsbrim Farmhouse Floor Plans, Author's Own Using Sales Information and Author's Own Measurements (Larger 
scale available in Appendix 3 – Oldsbrim Description) 

Figure 32 Oldsbrim, Elizabeth Gawne and Jenny Saunders, 'Early Dartmoor Farmhouses: Longhouses in Widecombe' p.5 

Figure 33 Oldsbrim East Elevation, Author's Own 
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Figure 34 Oldsbrim West Elevation, Author’s Own 

Figure 35 Oldsbrim Kitchen Truss and Stonework, Author's Own 
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Figure 36 Oldsbrim Winding Stone Staircase, Author's Own 
 

 

Figure 37 Oldsbrim Looking from Former Kitchen Down to Cross-Passage, Author's Own 
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5. The Case Studies – Comfort

5.1 Methods 

To examine how the comfortable each case study compares to modern expectations, readings for 

humidity and temperature were taken both inside and outside each property at half hour intervals 

using ‘tinytag’ data loggers. At Higher Tor, data was collected from 02/08/2016 to 09/09/2016 and is 

expressed on psychrometric chart Figure 38. At Oldsbrim, data was collected from 08/08/2016 to 

14/09/2016 and is expressed on psychrometric chart Figure 39. 

 For both case studies, interior readings were taken within the former shippon as each of the current 

owners described this as the most occupied portion of the house. For each property, the former 

shippon is currently used as a kitchen and dining space. At Higher Tor, the floor has been raised to 

accommodate this and the room is open to the roof. At Oldsbrim, the kitchen and dining area is on 

the first floor, with steps from the cross-passage leading down to additional rooms beneath.  

It should be noted that these readings were taken during warmer months and for a more complete 

understanding, further readings would need to be taken in the winter to accompany the data 

presented here. This would be a useful point for further research.  

Thermal comfort is highly subjective, but the following should give an indication of how the buildings 

are currently suiting inhabitation.  
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5.2 Higher Tor 

If comfort is considered in basic terms to be between 17 and 27°C and between 20 and 70% relative 

humidity158, the Higher Tor former shippon succeeded in being a comfortable environment 96% of 

the time during the period that data was recorded. The 4% outside of this range was due to the 

temperature exceeding 27°C. When this occurred, the temperature was only marginally higher than 

27°C and it surpassed 28°C for only 6 hours during the period that was recorded, peaking at 29°C.  

The psychrometric chart reflects this with the internal temperature of the shippon sitting higher 

than the external temperature, sometimes exceeding the comfort zone. This could be due to the 

time of year this data was recorded or may be down to personal preferences of the current owners. 

This room contains a series of low level heaters which may have been used intermittently during this 

period and would have added to the higher temperatures. This space features and oil fired oven 

which would have acted as an additional heat source and would have further contributed to heating 

the space. The relative humidity of the former shippon is consistently lower than the exterior, 

suggesting little cause for concern of moisture build up when coupled with the higher temperatures. 

The portion of data outside of the comfort zone ‘C’ in Figure 38 is at the point where discomfort may 

be caused by a lack of potential for evaporative cooling. Overall the comfort of the space should be 

adequate for most, albeit slightly too warm.  

158 Baruch Givoni, Climate Considerations in Building and Urban Design (New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold, 1998)  
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Figure 38 Higher Tor Psychrometric Chart, Author's Own Work Using Data Collected by Author 
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5.3 Oldsbrim 

If comfort is again considered to be between 17 and 27°C and between 20 and 70% RH159, Oldsbrim 

succeeded in maintaining a comfortable environment 16% of the time. All the times in which the 

shippon failed to remain within these ranges were due to the relative humidity exceeding 70%.  

The psychrometric chart shows that although the relative humidity inside the former shippon was 

generally lower than the exterior, it is much higher than at Higher Tor. The temperature of the space 

would have remained within the comfort zone, again a little too warm at places, but combined with 

high humidity has resulted in the space to be considered overall uncomfortable. Hot-humid 

environments such as this will cause discomfort due to the reduction in cooling efficiency of 

sweating160.  

The former shippon has undergone the most alteration when compared with the rest of the house 

and is thus is spatially the most successful. What once would have been a highly simplistic, open hall 

with lime rendered stone walls and open to the thatch above has been converted into a space for 

human inhabitation, something which it would not have initially been intended for. Considering this, 

it is unlikely that when the building was constructed, humidity would have been regarded as an issue 

in this space. However, the degree to which changes have been made to the environment are likely a 

contributor to how the space functions and comfortable it is.   

159 Ibid. 
160 Ibid. p.9 
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Figure 39 Oldsbrim Psychrometric Chart, Author's Own Work Using Data Collected by Author 
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6. The Case Studies – A Comparison and Critical Evaluation  

6.1 Location and Orientation  

Each of the case studies are quite isolated, but enjoy the benefits and beauty to living in the deepest 

countryside.  There is little distance between the two properties but they are orientated almost 

perpendicular to each other. This stresses the importance of the topography over orientation when 

siting a longhouse. Higher Tor is arranged on an almost exactly East-West axis, with the highest 

proportion of windows on the South elevation, it is likely that some of these are later additions but it 

suggests an understanding of the benefits of maximising solar gains.  

6.2 Internal arrangement 

Internally, the two properties have undergone opposing alterations and are very different spatially. 

The overall arrangement of Oldsbrim seems slightly more effective, yet Higher Tor has had more 

success in incorporating additional rooms to the original building, and has had to overcome 

restrictions from the unusual location of the stack.   

There is some issue with privacy within the houses, more so at Higher Tor than at Oldsbrim where 

the master bedroom is visible from the dining area. However, this may not prove a problem when 

considering these houses are not large enough to function as more than a family home, and in many 

ways, an open form of living is a fashion which has had a large revival in contemporary architecture.  
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6.3 Daylighting  

Both properties suffer from poor natural lighting 

as glass would have been an expensive 

commodity when the buildings were constructed. 

Traditionally, openings in the building would have 

been small and kept to a minimum for practical 

reasons. Further openings were then added as 

glass became more obtainable. Natural lighting 

has been introduced in some areas by adding contemporary windows. These are perhaps the most 

successful alterations to the building to better equip them for modern living, yet must be 

undertaken sparingly to ensure they are not damaging to the overall aesthetic. Natural light is of 

high priority to current lifestyles but is a very alien thing to discover in a longhouse.  

The internal render at Higher Tor is a much brighter white and more consistently covering the walls 

than at Oldsbrim, making it more successful at both reflecting the natural light within and giving a 

higher level of perceived light inside the property.  

Figure 40 Windows at Oldsbrim, Author's Own 

Figure 41 Contemporary Window Through East Elevation into Former Shippon at Higher Tor, Author’s 
Own 
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6.4 Heating  

In both cases, the once open fire has been replaced with a wood burner. A wood burner can be 

beneficial to an open fire as they will rapidly warm a space and are more efficient. However, there 

are negative aspects to using a wood burner in stone walled buildings which rely heavily on their 

thermal mass to keep warm as stone is a poor insulator. A large granite stack in the heart of the 

building where a fire was kept lit for cooking would have ensured that the stones were consistently 

warm and the building retained its heat. This is however a practice ill-suited to modern life where 

the lighting of a wood burner to provide quick and localised heat is more desirable and cooking is 

done elsewhere. In both case studies the burners would be lit regularly if not daily but this is still a 

reduction in the time that a fire would be burning. This combined with the introduction of a flue 

inside the stack is unlikely to sufficiently heat the stack to its full potential.  

Figure 43 Oldsbrim Fireplace, Author's Own Figure 42 Higher Tor Fireplace, Author's Own 
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An additional beneficial feature of an open fire in a building such as this is that it would have assisted 

in giving the building a high ventilation rate by drawing air through the building161, taking advantage 

of how poorly sealed the building would be. Drawing air through the building would have 

contributed heavily to the evaporation of any moisture inside the property in a way which any 

closed stove or central heating system is incapable of achieving162. Buildings of this sort function on 

an inherent porosity combined with a high ventilation rate which ensures dampness is kept to a 

minimum. This represents one of the main conflicts between modern life-styles and a building of this 

sort as today people prefer to receive heating quickly and intermittently. The introduction of a wood 

burning stove instead of an open fire in a building intended to work this way can therefore have a 

negative effect in two aspects of the building’s performance. 

The wood burner at Higher Tor is open and does not have a door as at Oldsbrim which may allow it 

to draw more air through the building and maintain a fair ventilation rate. This could be a 

contributing factor to the differences in the hygrothermal monitoring for each property.   

6.5 Water Ingress – Floors  

Both case studies have had previous problems with water ingress and attempts have been made to 

rectify this. The main target for this has been to damp proof the floor in some manner in the portion 

of the house which would formally be described as the livier. There does not appear to have been 

the same issue in the shippon portion of the houses. This is likely due to shippons undergoing more 

alteration than the livier. At Higher Tor for instance, the floor has been raised to counteract the 

slope on which the building sits, meaning that the shippon floor is no longer in direct contact with 

the ground beneath, whereas this is highly unlikely to be the case in the livier. There are some 

associated risks to attempting to damp proof a floor, and often a “do nothing approach”163 can be 

161 Andrew R. Thomas, The Control of Damp in Old Buildings. ed. by Nicola Ashurst and others, rev. and rewritten. edn 
(London: Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings, 1992) p.2 
162 Ibid. p.3 
163 Adela Wright, Care and Repair of Old Floors. ed. by Buildings Society for the Protection of Ancient (London: Society for 
the Protection of Ancient Buildings, 1999) p.1 
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the best decision, with dampness often the result of alterations. If moisture build up were to occur 

beneath the property that has been damp proofed and it is unable to pass through the floor, it is 

more likely to track up through the stone walls instead and potentially cause worse damage. This 

does not seem to have been a problem in the properties however, and it is likely aided by the fact 

that both have retained lime render to most portions of the interior, as would have traditionally 

been the case and assists in protecting the property. However, it is recommended that the best 

solution to an issue of water ingress through the floor is to improve site drainage around the walls164 

by use of a French drain or similar, reducing moisture adjacent to the building and keeping the land 

beneath it dry. Protecting the building from water ingress through good drainage is particularly 

fitting for a building such as this where a sloping topography was of the highest importance in choice 

of site, positioning the building to promote the drainage of waste from the shippon. Additionally, it is 

important to ensure that (as with all elements of historic building fabric) that the building is 

permitted to ‘breathe’. Old buildings function on the ability to allow moisture entering or within the 

building to evaporate out easily165 and they will function well if they can do so as intended166. This 

contrasts with a modern building which attempts to seal itself for the thermal benefits and prevent 

moisture entering the building to begin with.  

164 Ibid. p.2 
165 Philip Hughes, The Need for Old Buildings to &Quot;Breathe&Quot;. ed. by Society for the Protection of Ancient 
Buildings, rev. edn (London: Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings, 1987) p.1 
166 Ibid. p.3 
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6.6 Treatment of Walls  

It is probable that the exterior and interior of the walls of each property would once have been 

coated in a lime wash or render which is extremely suitable as it is porous and forgiving to 

dampness167. Further benefits to this feature are that it can give a layer of protection to the building, 

improve internal comfort and in some cases even have health benefits168. At some stage during their 

lifetimes this has been removed, assumedly to expose the beauty of the random rubble stonework, 

as became fashionable. Lime on the exterior of Higher Tor has been removed relatively recently and 

the lime on the interior was removed at the same time, but then replaced due to issues with water 

ingress169. This poses many questions as to what the aesthetics of these buildings should be 

reflecting, the building is of stone 

construction and therefore it makes sense 

to declare this, but this may not be a true 

depiction of how the building was 

perceived historically. Conversely, it could 

be argued that there are aesthetic benefits 

to maintaining a lime wash to the exterior 

as it allows the building to reflect the 

weather and surrounding mood170. 

 It is additionally important to note that should these buildings ever undergo any repointing, that the 

correct lime-based mortars are used instead of denser cement-based. Cement-based mortars are 

less permeable and have formally been used in in attempts of weather-proofing, but instead prevent 

moisture from passing out of the building which causes eventual decay of the stonework171.  

167 Thomas, The Control of Damp in Old Buildings p.10 
168 Carsten Hermann and others, 'Spab Briefing: Lime',  (London: The Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings, 2015) 
p.5
169 Current owner
170 Hermann and others, 'Spab Briefing: Lime',  p.30
171 Gilbert Williams, Repointing Stone and Brick Walling, 3rd rev. edn (London: Society for the Protection of Ancient
Buildings, 2002) p.4

Figure 44 Higher Tor with Lime on Exterior, Elizabeth Gawne and 
Jenny Saunders, 'Early Dartmoor Farmhouses, Longhouses in 
Widecombe' rear cover 
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6.7 Roof and Thatch 

Thatching was the prevalent roof covering in areas such as Devon until the 19th century172 and as 

such, an old roof can be the most insightful historic element of a building.  

Thatch is an aesthetic characteristic not just of the region but of the typology, and as such seems an 

important aspect of the building to preserve. Additionally, it is sometimes impossible to add a 

contemporary roofing system to an historic roof construction as the timbers are insufficient and 

incapable of taking slates or similar173. However, both case studies have undergone substantial 

changes to the roof to produce additional space within the buildings and permit a more comfortable 

occupation.  There is a clear cost implication to a thatched roof due to the maintenance it requires 

which can be more frequent in Devon where the climate causes quicker erosion of the material174. 

There is an associated fire risk to using thatch as a roofing material which can be reduced by 

ensuring that the mortar joints in the stack are sound, but this is more important for open fires175. 

Current owners at Oldsbrim were advised not to have the wood burner running consistently as there 

is a risk of heating the thatch up from within and causing a fire176. It is unlikely that if a fire occurs 

that all the thatch need be removed, as previously occurred at Higher Tor, provided ample water is 

applied to the blaze quickly177. However, the remoteness of the location may mean a delayed 

response from the emergency services and irreversible damage is more likely.  

Both properties exhibited some form of vegetation growing on the outside of the thatch, which had 

some aesthetic appeal to it. This can be a result of poor air circulation within the roof space and will 

normally not cause any damage to the roof material178.  

172 Peter Brockett, The Care and Repair of Thatched Roofs. ed. by Adela Wright and others (London and Salisbury: Society 
for the Protection of Ancient Buildings and Rural Development Commission, 1986) p.2 
173 Ibid. p.3 
174 Ibid. p.5  
175 Ibid. p.9 
176 Current owner  
177 Brockett, The Care and Repair of Thatched Roofs p.8  
178 Ibid. p.5 
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6.8 Expansion 

The more drastic alterations which have been made to each property have involved increasing the 

internal space. Both buildings have had the roof raised and Higher Tor has had further extensions to 

the West. One could argue that changes such as these are a detriment to the original form of the 

building and damaging to the charm of the aesthetics. However, these changes are the most 

effective in uplifting spaces which would once have been cramped and gloomy. It could be suggested 

that the two properties discussed here are only at the very cusp of the usual form of alteration 

longhouses undergo and maintain much of the purity of a primitive hall house.  

Both properties also make use of the additional barns and other outbuildings on the site which have 

been converted into ancillary accommodation and provide further space for the inhabitants.  

6.9 Radon  

Dartmoor is an area where people are most at risk from radon gas, with at least 30% of households 

within the area described by the government as the “action level”179. Prolonged exposure to radon 

can cause an increased risk of lung cancer180 and all new build properties and extensions in high risk 

areas must be designed with the prevention of radon build up in mind181. This is particularly 

important today when all attempts are made to ensure that buildings are as sealed as possible to 

better their thermal efficiency and if there were to be a build-up of radon gas, it would be unable to 

dissipate out of the building and there would be an increased exposure to the inhabitants. 

Historically this is unlikely to have produced any issues to people living on Dartmoor for two reasons, 

firstly people were unlikely to have had a life span long enough to be effected by exposure to the gas 

and secondly, buildings would not be well sealed and the gas would be able to dissipate easily. To 

date, no radon survey has been undertaken on either property but it is certain that radon will be 

179 J C H Miles and others, Indicative Atlas of Radon in England and Wales (Didcot: Health Protection Agency, 2007) 
<http://www.ukradon.org/cms/assets/gfx/content/resource_2686cs3a0844cee4.pdf> [accessed 09 January 2017] p.11 
180 Public Health England, Information on Radon and Reports from the Centre for Radiation, Chemical and Environmental 
Hazards (Crce). (gov.uk:  2014) <https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/radon> [accessed 09 January 2017] 
181 Miles and others, Indicative Atlas of Radon in England and Wales p.5 
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present to some degree. It is worth nothing therefore that any attempts made to substantially 

modernise the buildings and seal them to increase their thermal performance could produce a 

negative effect in the inhabitants’ protection from radon, which is on top of any additional problems 

caused by reducing the ventilation rate of the property.  
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7. Dartmoor Longhouses and the Future – An Analysis

7.1 Restoration, Preservation, Longhouses 

In John Ruskin’s ‘7 Lamps of Architecture’, in the sixth “Lamp of Memory”182 he writes “the greatest 

glory of a building is not in its stones, or in its gold. Its glory is in its Age”183. Ruskin’s writings are a 

pivotal moment in the treatment of historic buildings, at a point where philosophies of preservation 

emerged184. Prior to this many buildings would be restored in accordance with the ideas of Viollet-le-

Duc, who championed the returning of old buildings to “a complete state such as it may never have 

been in any given moment”185. In other words, to removal all ‘mistakes’ of the more recent past and 

re-instate the building in a state and style deemed appropriate and proper to it186. William Morris 

founded the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings (SPAB) in 1877187 as a response to this 

so-called 19th century “restoration mania”188. The objective of the society was to stress the 

importance of building features from all points in history189 and ensure that they too are preserved 

in such a state to form an historical record190. Morris is described as “Ruskin’s greatest pupil”191 and 

many of SPAB’s publications on the present care of old buildings are referred to in Chapter 6. 

Pevsner suggests that where Ruskin was backward looking, Viollet-le-Duc was forward looking192; 

where Ruskin was emotional, Viollet-le-Duc was rational193.  

This restoration and preservation debate revolved around buildings of a much grander scale than the 

longhouse, but the importance of maintaining the humbler vernacular structure is now understood 

182 John Ruskin, The Seven Lamps of Architecture, 4th edn (Orpington: George Allen, 1883) p.176 
183 Ibid.p.186 
184 Stephan Tschudi Madsen, Restoration and Anti-Restoration : A Study in English Restoration Philosophy (Oslo: 
Universitetsforlaget, 1975) p.44 
185 Nikolaus Pevsner, Ruskin and Viollet-Le-Duc : Englishness and Frenchness in the Appreciation of Gothic Architecture 
(London: Thames and Hudson, 1969) 
186 Madsen, Restoration and Anti-Restoration : A Study in English Restoration Philosophy p.16 
187 William Morris, The Manifesto of the Spab (London: SPAB, 1877) <https://www.spab.org.uk/what-is-spab-/the-
manifesto/> [accessed 02 January 2017] 
188 Madsen, Restoration and Anti-Restoration : A Study in English Restoration Philosophy p.38 
189 Ibid. p.65  
190 Ibid. p.70 
191 Pevsner, Ruskin and Viollet-Le-Duc : Englishness and Frenchness in the Appreciation of Gothic Architecture p.42 
192 Ibid. p.37 
193 Ibid. p.42 
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and such buildings receive the same listing status as those which the protection was initially 

intended for194.  

When proposing an outsider’s view on British treatment of old buildings, Stephen Tschundi Madsen 

suggests that historic building stock in Britain falls into one of two categories: “[they] either lay in 

ruins – then were conserved – or they were inhabited, and then they were subjected to the 

individual wishes of the owner.”195 Surviving Dartmoor longhouses fall into the latter category and 

this appears a key aspect to the longevity of the typology. However, the last half a century 

represents a difficult portion in the longhouse’s lifespan. In “Care for Old Houses”, Pamela 

Cunnington cites the longhouse as an example of a building form where the intended purpose has 

become so redundant that it is impossible for a full return or retention of its initial form196. To have 

attempted to maintain the longhouse in accordance with a Ruskin idea of preservation would have 

been in such direct conflict with the lifestyles of the inhabitants that it would have been a detriment 

to their survival, hence the scarcity of an unconverted shippon today. Moreover, the frictions 

between modern lifestyles and the intended functionality of the longhouse are deeper ingrained 

than this and the longhouse exhibits a high proportion of inherent problems common to present 

day inhabitation of vernacular structures. This has potential for further exacerbation if tourism in 

the area makes the remaining longhouses viable for second or holiday homes and they essentially 

become uninhabited.  

Belgian architect Louis Cloquet asked at the end of the 19th century “why should it be forbidden for 

us to do what has been done at all periods?”197. He additionally suggested that ancient monuments 

be categorised in two ways: ‘dead’, which would receive the strictest degrees of preservation, and 

‘living’, which architects would receive a freer rein upon198. Although this philosophy was dismissed 

194 Pamela Cunnington, Care for Old Houses (Sherborne: Prism Alpha, 1984) p.21 
195 Madsen, Restoration and Anti-Restoration : A Study in English Restoration Philosophy p.9 
196 Cunnington, Care for Old Houses p.161 
197 Madsen, Restoration and Anti-Restoration : A Study in English Restoration Philosophy p.99 
198 Ibid. 
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at the time in favour of British ideologies on the subject, there is much compatibility with current 

attitudes to ancient buildings and it is worth consideration for the longhouse. With the local 

authority’s purchase of Higher Uppacott and examples of excavated archaeological sites, there exist 

‘dead’ longhouses which will be preserved for the future and understood within their historical 

context. Other inhabited examples that have been altered past this point would be the ‘living’ 

longhouses and the treatment of the two cannot be identical. This is not to promote a suggestion 

that such buildings should be altered to a point that there is any loss of character or historic value or 

dismiss the importance of concise analysis and understanding of historic building fabric before it is 

altered or even occupied. However, it seems clear that if there is any scope for carefully considered 

architectural enhancement of such properties that will permit the continual inhabitancy for further 

centuries, then this is an important for the property’s survival.  

In “The Fragile Monument - On Conservation and Modernity” Thordis Arrhenius writes 

“Conservation even when its aim is to preserve an object or a site in its current form without 

alteration or restoration, establishes a distance between the present existence of an object and its 

past”199. As such, to an occupied historical monument, especially one of a more simplistic nature, 

the inhabitation is its past and present, where superimpositions of lifestyles and alteration have 

permitted its continuation. Strict preservation will prevent this in the future.  

199 Thordis Arrhenius, The Fragile Monument - on Conservation and Modernity (London: Artifice, 2012) p.140 
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7.2 Architectural Lessons from the Dartmoor Longhouse 

Despite the obvious difficulties posed by present inhabitation of the longhouse, the versatility and 

survival that has been demonstrated thus far has cemented the longhouse’s future. The typology has 

existed to a point where its historic value is understood along with the importance of its care and 

prolonged existence. The architectural simplicity is one of the main reasons that the longhouse has 

been a viable environment for steady inhabitation, which in turn has ensured a continuing care of 

the property. This purity of form has provided the fundamental needs of inhabitants which are still 

relevant today, whilst additionally providing spaces such as the shippon which allow room for 

adaptation as requirements have changed. Additionally, despite these buildings seeming small and 

narrow by current expectations, the interiors provide ample space for present requirements. Even 

the longhouses of the deserted settlement at Hound Tor are of an attractive proportion.  

One of the most amicable features of the Dartmoor longhouse, which is of complete relevance to 

architecture today, is the way in which the buildings show a total respect to the surrounding 

topography. The original functions of the longhouse made it necessary to arrange the building along 

a slope, both making use of and working with the landscape around it. This maintains a presence 

within current architectural concepts and there are accompanying aesthetic merits. The specific 

result for the Dartmoor longhouse is that it becomes a product of its environment, tied to its 

landscape. This visual harmony between the building and its surroundings is then furthered by the 

building’s material palette. The original builder would have sourced materials only from what was 

readily available to them, as with most forms of vernacular architecture. Yet there is a uniqueness to 

a building which is a result of resources found on a rugged and harsh terrain such as Dartmoor. The 

tough granite walls, sloping thatch and incline to the building are incredibly evocative of the 

surrounding scenery. Further to this, such properties would have a very low level of embodied 

energy (the total energy required for the construction of a building including the material production 
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and transportation200). This is a common trait of most vernacular structures due to the inherent 

simplicity of their design, but is additionally desirable for modern sustainable architecture. The 

longhouse acts as a good example of the possibilities of using simple, local building materials and is 

especially successful in demonstrating the potential for still achieving a long lifespan which are all 

positive aspects for any building. In addition to this, the design and material selection shows many 

attempts at good climate-responsiveness. The buildings capitalise on the positive aspects to the 

available materials and setting. Elements such as utilising the thermal mass of the granite and 

enhancing this with the large central stack, showing little attempt for maximising solar gains and 

even cohabiting the building with livestock shows much consideration to the simplest methods of 

achieving comfortable inhabitation of the climate.  

200 K. I. Praseeda and others, 'Assessing Impact of Material Transition and Thermal Comfort Models on Embodied and 
Operational Energy in Vernacular Dwellings (India)', Energy Procedia, 54 (2014), 342-51 p.344 
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8. Conclusions

The Dartmoor longhouse is a simplistic yet considered structure which owes much of its survival to 

the ancient practices of inhabitation attributed to it which have persisted until the last century. The 

typology has shown a surprising versatility and durability which has permitted occupation for 

generations of people. This has been the catalyst for the survival of the longhouse and a prolonged 

inhabitation has demanded their extended care. More recently, the requirements of the inhabitants 

have evolved away from the initial intentions and the typology has been required to adapt more so 

than ever. This has resulted in some of the more drastic changes to the building fabric, yet this 

seems a necessity if it permits the longhouses to remain inhabited for further centuries. The most 

effective changes produce spatial enhancements which ensures that longhouses remain attractive 

buildings in aspects deeper and more practical than in just their history. This reduces the chance of 

abandonment and permits them to continue flourishing in their primary intended purpose, providing 

home and shelter.  

Practically, there is a poor relationship between modern lifestyles and the intended functionality of a 

Dartmoor longhouse, but this gives valuable insight into the future architectural treatment of any 

old building. A small and simple building such as the longhouse which demonstrates so many of the 

conflicts caused by the inhabitation of an old property make it a useful tool in explaining the 

contrasts and the importance of well-considered architectural interventions. The ethical and cultural 

aspects of debate on the continual inhabitation of old buildings are so succinctly described by the 

Dartmoor longhouse that there remains value to their architectural discussion, even if only to serve 

as a precedent for future treatment of historic building.  

Of the case studies presented here, both retain much of the purity of the longhouse form and to 

inhabit them is to occupy a space just as it has been for centuries. The hygrothermal monitoring 

suggested that a greater understanding of how the building should function when considering either 

inhabiting or altering it is of high importance to prevent damage. Despite this, the typology has not 
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become uninhabitable and it has already succeeded in demonstrating this. Overall the buildings will 

function best if they are permitted to do so as intended. This further stresses the importance of 

considered architectural intervention and use of established techniques which may even enhance 

the functionality of such structures.  

The typology remains an aesthetically intriguing example of vernacular architecture that manages to 

exemplify many desirable traits for architecture today. This includes the well-considered siting and 

respect for surroundings, moderation of spaces distilled only to the fundamental needs, positive 

sustainable aspects and overall resilience. All of which atr admirable aspects to any piece of 

architecture. Therefore, the longhouse is not an outdated form for architectural study, with many 

items which may be attributed to present architecture.  

The Dartmoor longhouse remains a viable structure for inhabitation and therefore deserves a  

continued existence. For the typology to have a certain future, the architectural considerations are 

of equal importance to a social, cultural and historic understanding. Only a complete and multi-

disciplinary understanding on individual buildings will permit them to continue thriving. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1 – The Case Studies in Context  

Higher Tor and Oldsbrim are located in Widecombe-in-the-Moor, a parish in Devon that boasts a 

high quantity of surviving Dartmoor longhouses which is perhaps a consequence of the parish’s 

former isolation and remoteness even within Dartmoor201.  This combined with the longevity of 

granite as a building material has allowed for many examples of longhouses to remain untouched. 

The excavations at Dinna Clerks and Hutholes are within the parish border and Hound Tor village sits 

8km outside.  

Higher Tor Farm lies roughly 1.5km East of the village of Poundsgate amongst a small cluster of 

similar farmsteads. There are three neighbouring properties which are of a similar calibre: Higher 

Uppacott, Lower Uppacott and Lower Tor. Pevsner describes these properties as “a particularly 

rewarding and instructive series of four longhouses.”202 Each longhouse is of granite rubble wall 

construction with thatched roofs and feature other granite outbuildings or separate barns also of 

historic interest.  

Higher Uppacott is the closest property to the road and is a grade I listed building203. It is currently 

owned by the Dartmoor National Park Authority and open to guest visits from the public. This 

building’s listing describes it as “late medieval”204, but it is likely that the original date is either early 

15th or very late 14th century205. The building is notable due to its completeness as an example of a 

traditional longhouse, with many of its earliest and most primitive features remaining intact and still 

visible today. This includes the original thatch, an unconverted shippon with central drain and 

internal smoke blackened timbers206. Many of these features have survived due to the building being 

inhabited in a traditional sense until near the time the local authority purchased the property, 

                                                            
201 Gawne, Early Dartmoor Farmhouses : Longhouses in Widecombe p.3 
202 Cherry and Pevsner, Devon p.908 
203 Historic England, Higher Uppacott Uppacott  
204 Ibid. 
205 Gawne, Early Dartmoor Farmhouses : Longhouses in Widecombe p.91 
206 Cherry and Pevsner, Devon p.908 
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meaning that many of the its features were retained as a matter of necessity rather than as a 

curiosity. As of 2016, the building is undergoing a series of renovations to improve and enhance it as 

an attraction207. In general, the alterations seek to conserve all features which are pre 19th 

century208. 

Lower Uppacott is grade II listed209 and a close neighbour to Higher Uppacott. It is likely late 

medieval with its earliest known recording from 1575210. In comparison with Higher Uppacott, the 

building has been heavily altered but still retains smoke blackened timbers on the inside of the 

roof211. It is also known that the shippon was left unconverted until 1972 and housed cattle as 

recently as 1947212.  

Higher and Lower Tor are located a little way down a narrow track from Uppacott. The farmhouses 

for these two properties sit along the same axis and incredibly close to one another, with Lower Tor 

further down the slope of the land. Gawne states in her book on longhouses in Widecombe that the 

two properties are little more than a house width apart from one another and speculated that the 

lives of previous inhabitants were likely once “intimately bound together”213. The arrangement and 

proximity of these two houses bears many similarities to those found at the village excavated at 

Hound Tor, but it is likely that Higher and Lower Tor are not quite as old. Lower Tor is the less 

complete of the two longhouses as it no longer features the cross passage214 and the shippon has 

undergone a large degree of alteration215. The farmhouse is grade II* listed216 and is viewed as an 

interesting milestone in the development of the Dartmoor longhouse typology217. This is due to 

207 Dartmoor National Park Authority, Conserving a Dartmoor Longhouse  
208 Dr Ian Mortimer, Local Historian and Secretary-of-State Appointee to Dartmoor National Park Authority 
209 Historic England, Lower Uppacott Farmhouse (Historic England, 2016) <https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-
list/list-entry/1241904> [accessed 18 October 2016] 
210 Gawne, Early Dartmoor Farmhouses : Longhouses in Widecombe p.93 
211 Cherry and Pevsner, Devon p.909 
212 Gawne, Early Dartmoor Farmhouses : Longhouses in Widecombe p.93 
213 Ibid. p.16 
214 Mercer, English Vernacular Houses : A Study of Traditional Farmhouses and Cottages p.151 
215 Cherry and Pevsner, Devon p.909 
216 Historic England, Lower Tor Farmhouse (Historic England, 2016) <https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/list-
entry/1241903> [accessed 18th October 2016] 
217 Mercer, English Vernacular Houses : A Study of Traditional Farmhouses and Cottages p.151 
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several former features, such as a paired cross-passage218, which are suggestive of a progression 

away from a satisfaction with sharing one’s accommodation with livestock and a desire to create 

more of a division between the lives of the different inhabitants219. Gawne’s book describes Higher 

Tor as being “the most complete of the Widecombe longhouses”220, up until the point where the 

shippon was altered in the 1970s. Higher Tor has undergone further alterations since the completion 

of this book, but still retains a pure, rectangular longhouse plan. The farmhouse is grade II*221 listed 

and has two grade II listed outbuildings222.  

Both Higher and Lower Tor have elements or features that may be dated confidently to at least the 

16th century223, but it is certain that both are much older than this. Higher Tor Farmstead for 

instance is suggested to date at the latest from the 14th century224 as it has some spatial features 

unusual for a standing Dartmoor longhouse which draw many parallels with the arrangement of the 

excavated longhouses at Hound Tor. For instance, the chimney stack is located centrally in the livier 

akin to the location of the hearth in the excavated buildings225 and it is potentially the only standing 

longhouse to be arranged in this way. It is also suggested that Higher Tor is likely to be later than the 

excavated longhouses due to the presence of timber raised cruck trusses which were not present at 

Hound Tor village226. However, due to many other features it exhibits such as the narrow plan with 

corners curving into the livier, it is likely a very early example of a longhouse to feature this227. 

Gawne’s book states that this property is as near as is possible to seeing a Dartmoor Longhouse as it 

would have originally been constructed228. 

                                                            
218 Historic England, Lower Tor Farmhouse  
219 Ibid. 
220 Gawne, Early Dartmoor Farmhouses : Longhouses in Widecombe p.82 
221 Historic England, Higher Tor Farmhouse  
222 Historic England, Search Results for 'Higher Tor'  
223 Mercer, English Vernacular Houses : A Study of Traditional Farmhouses and Cottages p.151 
224 Gawne, Early Dartmoor Farmhouses : Longhouses in Widecombe p.85 
225 Ibid. p.84 
226 Ibid.  
227 Ibid. 
228 Ibid. p.85 
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Oldsbrim Farmhouse is located 1.3km North West of the cluster of farmsteads where Higher Tor 

resides, but is still within the parish of Widecombe-in-the-Moor. Compared to the farmsteads at 

Uppacott and Tor, Oldsbrim has previously received little in the way of discussion in academic texts 

or literature and is only occasionally alluded to or mentioned with little further elaboration or 

discussion. Oliver mentions the property in ‘The Encyclopedia of Vernacular Architecture’ as being 

noteworthy for demonstrating a transition stage in the addition of upper floors229. Oldsbrim is an 

isolated farmstead and bears an arrangement not dissimilar to the excavated site Dinna Clerks which 

lies roughly 1.7km to the North. The building’s remoteness may have been a contributing factor to it 

being overlooked in previous discussions. The longhouse is grade II listed230 and has an 

accompanying unconnected external shippon which is also grade II listed231. The listing states the 

longhouse to be 17th century or earlier232, with the detached shippon being a later addition233. 

However, the farmstead itself is believed to have been recorded as early as the 13th century234. 

Oldsbrim maintains the two-celled plan arrangement of a former longhouse. Externally, Oldsbrim is 

of a more rigid and uniform construction than Higher Tor which is likely due to it being 

comparatively younger.  

229 Oliver and others, Encyclopedia of Vernacular Architecture of the World p.1282 
230 Historic England, Oldsbrim Farmhouse  
231 England, Shippon About 10 Metres South West of Oldsbrim Farmhouse, Including the Stone Wall Extending across the 
Lower End of the Farmyard  
232 Historic England, Oldsbrim Farmhouse  
233 Ibid. 
234 Current Owner 
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Appendix 2 – Higher Tor Description 

Higher Tor is orientated on an almost exactly East-West Axis. The building slopes up from the former 

shippon at the East end to a contemporary extension at the West which links the farmhouse to a 

former outbuilding, now used as a store. The original building would however have had no 

outbuildings235. The front door is located on the south of the property and is concealed from the 

elements under a small porch which matches the building materially. East of the front door on the 

Northern façade is a small outshot which is not original but likely a 17th century addition236. This 

would have been used as a small dairy but now functions as a pantry. The Northern façade features 

only 3 windows, one of which is a small slit into the former shippon. There is additionally a second 

separate but short doorway into the former shippon which would not have been an original feature 

of the property237 and again would likely have been added when a sharing of the entry cross passage 

became less convenient. The Southern façade features another doorway on the opposite side of the 

passage and the majority of the building’s windows. Externally, all the walls are constructed with 

exposed random stone rubble, but historic photographs show that it was once finished with a lime 

render238 as would have been common to most buildings across the UK. A thatch roof covers the 

original longhouse, porch and 17th century outshot which is hipped at one end over the former 

shippon. The contemporary addition to the West of the property has a slate roof.  

The thatch currently on the roof dates from the 1980s after the historic thatch was removed 

following a fire239. Although it was not destroyed by the fire, a single spark in the thatch is capable of 

smouldering for a long time so it must all be removed to prevent any further fire from spreading240. 

The thatch was incredibly thick and mostly comprised of broom and other materials that would have 

been found ground amply nearby241. The owner recalled that as they pulled the thatch off the 

                                                            
235 Gawne, Early Dartmoor Farmhouses : Longhouses in Widecombe p.82 
236 Ibid. p.82 
237 Mercer, English Vernacular Houses : A Study of Traditional Farmhouses and Cottages p.151 
238 Gawne, Early Dartmoor Farmhouses : Longhouses in Widecombe, back cover  
239 Current owner 
240 Ibid. 
241 Ibid. 
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materials varied not only in the layering but across the building as it was traditional to re thatch the 

roof in sections with what is available at the time, unlike today where often the whole roof is re 

thatched in one go. This is a much more cost effective and simple way to keep the thatch in good 

condition. Moss often grows on the thatch here which looks quite beautiful. 

Following the fire, there was some room for alteration to the building during its reconstruction and 

much of the roof was reconstructed. When the new thatch was installed, the roof structure was 

additionally replaced to take it and at the same time raised substantially. The old cruck trusses are 

no longer holding the roof up and a contemporary structure with purlins sit behind them to take the 

load. This means that there is more head room in the upper floor and the cruck trusses are exposed 

showing all the traditional craftsmanship and peg work, though they are now without function. All 

remaining rafters in the roof are exposed and some were even smoke blackened. 

Despite the alterations, the current roof still exhibits the slope of the land on which the building sits 

and it slopes steeply down to its lowest point over the former shippon. The original, lower line of the 

thatch is still visible on the building both externally and internally, a notion to its previous form.  

Internally, the building’s original arrangement would have been a simple two-celled plan with a 

cross-passage between and it is likely that it was constructed as a single storey242. The building is 

currently still entered via the cross-passage which features contemporary timber partition, alluding 

to the traditional often ornate screens found in similar medieval houses that gave a degree of 

separation between man and animal. The cross-passage provides access into the rest of the house. 

To the left is the former shippon and to the right is what would have been described as the livier, 

now called the ‘hearth room’. To the South end of the passage is a small utility and shower room and 

a door at the other end gives access to a small garden with views over Lower Tor. Mercer describes 

242 Mercer, English Vernacular Houses : A Study of Traditional Farmhouses and Cottages p.151 
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the building prior to its conversion and mentions a hay loft over the shippon which was accessible 

via a ladder243. 

The former shippon has been converted into a kitchen and dining room by levelling the floor and is 

the only portion of the ground floor which is still open directly to the roof. This space makes good 

use of the raised ceiling following the fire and despite being at the shorter end of the building, the 

room has a good height to it. Inside, two of the four original timber cruck trusses are exposed, one of 

which still has bark visible on the surface. Another has hardened substantially over its lifetime and 

has qualities closer to stone or a rusted metal as opposed timber244. These cruck trusses no longer 

hold the roof up and it is instead supported by a series of contemporary timber scissor trusses 

designed by the owner of the property who is an architect. The current construction also uses 

purlins to support the roof and there is an interesting juxtaposition between the ancient and 

petrified members, some of which still has visible carpentry markings, and the contemporary, planed 

timbers. It would once have been possible to look straight up from the inside of the building to the 

thatch above which was smoke blackened in some areas245, but the current roof arrangement 

conceals the thatch from view and provides a white ceiling to the space.  

Internally, the walls would have been coated with lime in a similar finish as they once had externally. 

This was temporarily removed from inside the building to expose the stonework inside and make a 

feature of it, but this proved to reduce the thermal properties of the wall and allowed moisture into 

the property246. To rectify this, the inside was re-rendered in a bright white colour which was 

carefully applied to follow the contours of the uneven stone. The light colour of the render has also 

had the effect of brightening up the space as it allows light to reflect around a room which has a 

limited number of windows and would otherwise likely be gloomy and at the very least gives a 

                                                            
243 Ibid. p.151 
244 Author’s observation 
245 Cherry and Pevsner, Devon p.909 
246 Current owner 
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greater sense of perceived light247. A contemporary winding timber staircase built by a local 

craftsman during the building’s renovation allows access to a mezzanine area above the kitchen. It is 

possible to look through the mezzanine from the ground floor and into the main bedroom. 

 As the house is so remote, cooking is done using an oil-fired oven and water is supplied from a 

nearby borehole. The oven assists in the heating of the space and during colder months, a series of 

low level radiators around the perimeter of the room provide additional warmth to the space. 

Perhaps the most successful contemporary addition to this room is a large, rectangular window in 

through the east facade where once the drain would have exhausted out of the shippon. This 

window replaced three former slit lights which once featured in the wall248 and allows much of the 

natural light into the space whilst also providing views out onto the Dartmoor countryside. The 

window was added to the property by a previous owner and it is believed that it may have been 

installed without permission249,  this may appear damaging to the exterior character of the property 

but it is a successful enhancement to the spatial quality of the room.  

Across the other side of the passage, through a granite wall is the hearth room. Here is the location 

of the chimney stack which mirrors the arrangement of those excavated at Hound Tor village. The 

granite stack is incredibly thick and now houses a contemporary wood burner which is lit daily for 

warmth and to provide hot water to a bathroom above. A bread oven is present within the fireplace 

which is now used to store kindling and is unlikely to have been used in its intended fashion for 

decades. The former dairy may be found to the right of the fireplace and to the left, a flight of 

granite stairs give access to the first floor. This room would once have had a lime ash floor, but this 

had to be removed as there was an issue with water ingress250. The floor has now been damp 

proofed and tiled and there are large granite flagstones in front of the fireplace. Large exposed 

timber joists hold up a low ceiling above and the room is much gloomier than the shippon due to the 

247 Author’s observation 
248 Mercer, English Vernacular Houses : A Study of Traditional Farmhouses and Cottages 
249 Current owner 
250 Current owner 
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absence of many windows, but the large burner makes the space warm and comfortable. Most 

architectural features in this room date from the 17th century and follow the common pattern of 

additions made to the simple hall house to enhance it for dwelling. The stack, staircase, upper floor, 

granite partition wall and adjoining dairy are all features which are not original but were added in 

1632 by the then owner Richard Hext251. The date of the works and his initials are carved into the 

large timber lintel over the fireplace and this marks a substantial turning point in how the building 

would have functioned both spatially and operationally as a farm. The architect owner of the 

property has their initials carved into the timber mezzanine in the former shippon along with the 

date 1978 which marks another point of substantial change to the building fabric, over 300 years 

later.  

On the other side of the hearth there is an additional room, built relatively deep into the slope of the 

ground and with two windows looking out to the south. The ceiling joists here are contemporary and 

painted white but are still exposed and visible. This room is described as the ‘back room’ and used as 

a sitting room and study. One of the windows is a newer addition and relatively large so there is a 

fair amount of light in this space despite its location. 

The first floor is accessed up the narrow and steep steps next to the stack. To the West end of the 

property, the new portion of the building provides some much-needed space for additional 

bedrooms which are situated at a higher level than the older building due to the slope of the site. 

The master bedroom is directly above the hearth room with the stack for the chimney behind the 

bed. This provides warmth through the granite stones throughout the year and is particularly 

necessary during the winter. One of the cruck trusses sits in the centre of this room and spans over 

the bed. Following the alterations during the 17th century, the large timber ridge beam was cut short 

in this room to make space for the stack. The remaining portion of the ridge beam rests decoratively 

on a stone which protrudes from the stack. The ridge beam itself is particularly impressive not only 

                                                            
251 Ibid 
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for its size but also for the way in which it twists and stretches across the entire length of the historic 

portion of the building. It is a wonderful piece of consistency within the house and its size and shape 

is evocative of its strength and purposefulness. There are additionally some other historic items in 

this area which are in many ways quirks of a building this old which make it feel less like a house and 

more like some sort of artefact or museum piece. For instance, when the stack was altered to take 

the flue from the wood burner, a small pair of Edwardian children’s shoes were found hidden within 

the stonework. This is a tradition which is not uncommon in the UK and especially not in in Devon 

but little is known as to the reason of the practice. The current owners have also included within 

their alterations a small hatch which when opened allows a view up to the inside of the thatch and 

the roof build-up.  

Many of the more recent changes which have been made to the building are well suited to it from a 

purely architectural point of view, they seek to upgrade the spaces to make them suitable to modern 

life and more comfortable and enjoyable to reside within without damaging the charm of the 

building. The current owners felt that they were particularly fortunate to have the large square 

window in the former shippon which was added prior to their purchase of the property and its 

perhaps one of the more intrusive alterations to the building façade but it now is one of the main 

features of the house. The current owners have lived in the property for 40 years and have made 

many slight changes over the time they have been there. Many of the largest alterations were done 

20-30 years ago, and may not be permitted today. None of these are drastic or self-indulgent

enough to damage the character and succeed in providing a better space for inhabitation. 

As the current owner is a Devon based architect, he is well aware of the risk of radon within the 

building and has ensured that the house has not been sealed in any attempts to improve thermal 

performance or energy efficiency as this would prevent any radon build up from dissipating out of 

the property.   
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Figure 45 Higher Tor Roof Timbers, Ridge Beam Meeting Chimney Stack, Author's Own 

Figure 46 Higher Tor Roof Timbers, Author's Own
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Figure 47 Higher Tor Staircase from Former Shippon to First Floor, Author's Own 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 48 Higher Tor Cross Passage, Author’s Own 
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Figure 49 Hatch in Master Bedroom Looking Through to Thatching, Auhtor’s Own 

Figure 50 Shoe Found in Fireplace (left) and Drawings by Elizabeth Gawne, Author's Own 
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Appendix 3 – Oldsbrim Description  

Oldsbrim is located 1.3km North West of Higher Tor and is orientated on a North-South axis. It is 

constructed of solid granite walls with a thatched roof. Unlike Higher Tor, it does not have a visible 

cruck construction and is not as old. Oldsbrim is an isolated farmstead, not dissimilar to that 

excavated at Dinna Clerks which is 1.7km to the North. The property has received little in the way of 

previous academic discussion which may be in part due to its remoteness or it having fewer of the 

notable historic features prized in longhouses.  

The current entrance is situated in the same position as one would expect to find the cross entry but 

only one doorway remains with a small, thatch covered, entrance porch. The lobby itself is a double 

height space with a large exposed stone wall (the back of the fireplace) running the height of the 

space to the left. A large window sits in the wall ahead where the other door of the cross passage 

would once have been. The floor is tiled and some portions of the walls have been finished with a 

render which has been painted with in a creamy colour. The double height entry space and the stone 

feature wall makes the proportions and layout of the space feel as though it would not be out of 

place in a modern home. A small woodburner sits within the former cross passage, the main heat 

source for this side of the building.  

The former shippon is found to the right of the cross-passage. The building’s listing which was 

completed prior to its conversion refers to this part of the property as “non-domestic”252. It is likely 

therefore that the former shippon end of the property remained of single storey construction until 

the building underwent considerable alteration in the 1980s. Oliver describes the property prior to 

its alteration in ‘The Encyclopedia of Vernacular Architecture’ and mentions it as being noteworthy 

for demonstrating a transition stage in the addition of upper floors253. Assumedly, before the 

alterations, a first floor only existed above the living areas of the building. Now however, 

contemporary timber steps lead up from the cross passage to the former shippon area and into a 

                                                            
252 Historic England, Oldsbrim Farmhouse  
253 Oliver and others, Encyclopedia of Vernacular Architecture of the World p.1282 
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kitchen and dining area. 6 well-worn stone steps lead down from the cross passage to the lowest 

end of the building, beneath the kitchen, where three rooms are accessed by a corridor. These 

include: a bedroom, a bathroom and a study. The bedroom is to the rear of the house and is the 

largest of the three. There is an issue with water ingress through the rear wall of the building and the 

stone is soon to be re-pointed. The shippon drain would once have been present in this portion of 

the house but there is no longer any evidence of it. The bedroom receives a fair degree of natural 

light from two large contemporary windows, one of which replacing an historic door into the 

shippon, and a smaller, older slot window. The study additionally benefits from the feature of a large 

contemporary window. There is a visible divide in the stonework on the exterior of the former 

shippon and it is unclear exactly whether the shippon was extended or if this is part of the apparent 

desire to overlap the spaces. If the shippon was extended it was definitely prior to the alterations in 

the 1980s when the roof was raised to add the upper floor over the shippon.  

It is quite interesting that the addition of an upper floor remains a viable option to enhance the 

building, just as it would have been in the 17th century, it is perhaps more surprising that this change 

has only been made as recently as the last 30 years and that the same alterations are being 

practiced as would have been 400 years ago, albeit under very different circumstances. It is 

obviously a key factor in the longhouse’s continual use, progression and development.  

This portion of the building exhibits qualities akin to that of a contemporary upside down house, 

with the kitchen on the first floor with a bedroom and living space beneath. The kitchen succeeding 

in being the most used space in the building254. The kitchen area has a floor level which is 1200mm 

above the entrance and there is a small mezzanine floor used as an additional study with a floor 

level 1000mm above the kitchen. The kitchen is contemporary, with windows only to the West of 

the room which would have perhaps been better located on the East, maximising morning light and 

facing away from the prevailing winds. The original roof height is visible through the original stone 

254 Current owner 
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walls terminating and continuing as a band of plastered and painted wall. This is a feature unlikely to 

have been a common practice during 17th century alterations, but acts as a notion to the buildings 

former shape. The space would vastly benefit from a window in the South wall as this would not only 

provide additional light and increase solar gains, but give the best views out onto the moorland and 

across to Sharp Tor. The new roof is held by contemporary timber trusses and the timber mezzanine 

floor sits over the cross passage.   

The living room is found to the left of the cross passage and contains a large fireplace with a timber 

lintel. The stack is located typically of a Dartmoor longhouses, separating the cross passage and the 

livier. A few small steps follow the slope of the landscape up towards the North most end of the 

building to a sitting and dining area. The rafters in the ceiling are exposed, unpainted and run 

perpendicular to each other where the floor level changes. The ceiling is quite low in this space and 

verges on feeling claustrophobic when compared with the generous height in the entrance and 

kitchen. However, this space is probably well suited to escaping a harsh Dartmoor winter. There are 

fewer window present as this end of the house is sunk into the landscape. The floor is paved with 

large granite flagstones which have previously had problems with water tracking through them and 

an attempt has been made to seal them to prevent this. They are well worn and covered in rugs to 

better insulate the space. In the north-west corner of the building, a winding granite staircase leads 

up to the master bedroom. The first floor and access staircase would have likely have been added 

during the 17th century as was common. The staircase is steep with no handrails which may reduce 

the suitability of the property for prolonged and extended living if the occupants become elderly or 

less able. 

The master bedroom sits above the living room and finishes at the chimney stack. Directly in front of 

the top of the staircase is a small en-suite with modern furnishings and a timber balustrade runs 

along the staircase void. Timber trusses are visible in this part of the house which are older in 

appearance than in the southern side but they are embedded into the ceiling finishes and are not as 
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rugged and twisting as those found at Higher Tor. No ridge beam is visible but the ceiling finish 

squares off at the apex suggesting there must be a substantial timber running from the northern end 

of the house into the stack. A single window looks out through the eastern façade from the 

bedroom. The floor is carpeted and the room seeks to heat itself by benefiting from its proximity to 

the stack.   

Externally, the building sits on a very steep slope, following the contours of the land. There is little 

visible evidence of where the former level of the roof sat but there remains a substantial pitch 

downwards on towards the southern end of the longhouse. A linhay (a two storey barn with tallet 

above and space for livestock beneath) once sat to the north of the building which has now been 

rebuilt as a stable. An external, detached shippon sits to the west of the property which has also had 

a full conversion into ancillary accommodation and has two floors. The external shippon is later than 

the farmhouse and is of a fair size, which is perhaps suggestive of why the internal shippon went so 

long without being converted or having an additional floor added as the space may not have been 

necessary.  

Overall the rooms in the longhouse are generous and the arrangement appears overall spatially 

more effective than at Higher Tor, with the double height entrance space a particularly nice feature. 

The building seems to have had more internal alterations than at Higher Tor despite not having had 

as many extensions and as such, there are fewer historic items which perhaps makes it a little more 

suited to modern living. The fittings are additionally a little more contemporary yet there is still a 

feeling that the building has much history and the contrasting elements complement each other 

well.   
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Figure 51 Oldsbrim Cross Passage, Looking East, Author's Own 

Figure 52 Oldsbrim Cross Passage, Looking West, Author's Own
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Figure 53 Oldsbrim Master Bedroom with Roof Timbers, Author's Own 
 

 

Figure 54 Oldsbrim Shippon Steps, Author's Own 
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Figure 55 Lower Ground Floor Bedroom Water Ingress, Author's Own 

Figure 56 Oldsbrim External Shippon, Author's Own 
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Appendix 5 – Case Study Consent Form 
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Appendix 6 – Case Study Consent Form  
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