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TOTLEIGH BARTON FARMHOUSE – AN HISTORICAL APPRAISAL 

 

Totleigh Barton farmhouse has ancient roots standing on a very early moated sight according to its Grade II 
listing description published in 1988. A ground survey reveals its presence in the form of a circular ditch 
around the site, still deep enough to hold water, although probably only a shadow of its former self 
compared to its origins as a feature from the early medieval period. The farmhouse we see today is not of 
that very early medieval period but probably dates from around the fifteenth century, with modifications 
added in the sixteenth, seventeenth century, and beyond. 

 

Fig.1 The “moat”, now a shadow of its former self. 

The structure of the Devon farmhouse is built from traditional cob walls on a stone base, and a thatched 
roof, the interior of which can often display some of the earliest features. To the south east of Totleigh is a 
pond, probably dug out originally to provide the cob mix for the walls, produced by taking the excavated 
clay and adding wheat straw and water, and then pounded by the hooves of driven oxen in an enclosure, to 
produce an homogenous mix suitable for construction. The walls were raised at about two feet at a time 
and allowed to dry before the next “rise” was added on top. The “rises” were wide enough to allow the 
builders to trample down and compact the mix ready for the next level. The barn opposite the farmhouse 
which is made up of un-rendered cob is a good example of this technique, and the “rises” can be clearly 
seen, where the subtle differences in the cob colour, define the levels.  

 

Fig.2 The barn with cob “rises”. 

The older the structure, the wider the walls, and these can be anything from two foot six to five feet in 
depth. It took around six months for the cob walls to dry, and that is why cob construction usually started in 



May and finished at the end of October, to catch the best weather. If it was unexpectedly wet, then a 
temporary cover of thatch would be quickly added to the top of the unfinished walls until the weather 
improved again. 

The earliest of thatch material was rye straw, and remnants of this material can still be seen in the roofs of 
medieval houses in north and west Devon, still retained as the original base material or as scattered thatch 
litter on top of the old exposed cob walls in lofts, and Totleigh has evidence of the use of this material in 
the past. Today, more commonly used is locally grown wheat straw, and is the material currently covering 
Totleigh, although many thatched properties now use imported water reed which lasts longer, from 
eastern Europe, to do the job. 

The timber roof structure is one of the most important sources for the historical interpretation of old 
farmhouses in Devon, and medieval carpenters had their own traditional working practices locally and 
regionally, which provide vital clues for dating.  The earliest roofs were open to the occupants from below 
and often they were elaborately jointed and sometimes decorated for effect and status. Essentially, the 
medieval yeoman farmer wanted to impress, and the open hall with exposed roof timbers was a good way 
of doing this, as it reflected at vernacular level, the halls of the great houses.  

The plan of the medieval farmhouse in Devon was based around the main and most important room, the 
hall. The hall was multi-functional, serving as the kitchen, eating and a sleeping area for the farmer, his 
family, friends, servants and visitors. It was heated by a central hearth on the floor, also used for cooking, 
and the smoke rose up to the open roof and dissipated through gaps in the thatch. As a consequence, the 
underside of the thatch and the timbers supporting the roof became heavily blackened by soot over the 
years. In the late sixteenth and into the seventeenth century, most of these open halls were sealed with a 
first floor to increase the accommodation, but blackened thatch in the loft can still indicate the open hall 
origins. The roof over the hall in Totleigh, has been replaced with a twentieth century structure and raised 
to increased internal first floor ceiling height. As a consequence there is virtually nothing left of the original 
thatch and timber work to indicate blackening, although local knowledge from recent building work has 
suggested there were some traces, still left behind. 

Privacy was an issue in the open hall, and so timber screens were used to partition off sections of the hall. 
Early examples were portable in as much that they could be moved to suit the seasons. Eventually, they 
were to become fixed, and a totally screened off area could now provide the first complete privacy for the 
master and mistress of the house.  

There was also a need for safe storage of foodstuffs, and so a room for this was added to the plan. This was 
the “outer” or “lower” room, and was built on the other side of a “cross passage” adjacent to the hall. This 
passage allowed free movement of people from one side of the house to the other without having to walk 
around the longer way of what was now a three room linear plan. The cross passage farmhouse in Devon is 
common, but it is not a true Devon “longhouse”, as these exist exclusively on Dartmoor, and are of the type 
where animals and humans both share the same roof. The animals enter the cross passage and turn left 
into the lower room, which in this case is actually a “byre” and contains a lateral drain for mucking out, and 
humans turn right into the hall. Totleigh is a cross passage farmhouse, and contains all three rooms 
described in its present form, although their functions have changed over the years. 

 

Fig. 3 Totleigh ground floor edited to show from left to right, inner room (now kitchen), hall, cross passage, 
and lower room plan 



From around 1550 in Devon, major changes took place in the development of the medieval farmhouse. 
Yeoman farmers were benefitting financially from improved prices for their produce after population 
recovery from the Black Death had led to increased demand. Farmers were looking for ways to improve 
their houses, by better heating and the provision of additional accommodation. Getting rid of the smoke 
from the hall was seemingly one of the priorities and fireplaces were installed to allow smoke to escape 
more effectively. This was particularly important if the hall was sealed over by a first floor, as then a 
fireplace and chimney stack became essential. The hall, due to its favoured status was usually one of the 
last rooms to become sealed. The position of fireplaces is an important dating feature of the farmhouse. 
Totleigh has one of the earliest with an axial stack in the hall and backing on to the cross passage, dating 
from the sixteenth century. Lateral stacks positioned externally, usually on the south elevation wall of the 
hall, date from the seventeenth century up to around 1640. Gable end stacks date from the seventeenth 
century with most built in the eighteenth century. First floor chamber fireplaces date from the seventeenth 
century, and are much rarer, and Totleigh displays a fine example in the north wing. 

In the seventeenth century, wings were often added to the plan to increase accommodation. These could 
take the form of kitchens with additional chambers at first floor level sometimes added laterally, or axially, 
at right angles on north elevations. The north wing at Totleigh has been a mystery, as it retains an earlier 
sixteenth century roof structure and window elements, and it blocks the cross passage function too, which 
is unusual. Some historians have said that it could be a porch for this reason, but its location on the north 
elevation makes this seem unlikely. 

 A survey however, which took place in March this year has added some light to the mystery. This wing on 
the ground floor displays internally, a blocked and wide doorway that has since been converted into 
accommodation. This earlier doorway would have kept the use of the cross passage intact. The first floor 
room above also displays a full height external doorway, again partially filled in to allow a later window 
insertion. A local builder, who knows the farmhouse well, has said that the floor to the chamber above was 
opened up during repair work, and underneath the floor boards he found a large quantity of wheat grain 
detritus seemingly built up over many years. This evidence, along with the full height external doorway, 
clearly indicates agricultural use as a granary. It was not uncommon for domestic and agricultural functions 
to sit alongside each other within the farmhouse, and although rarer today, there are existing examples of 
this that can still be seen in Devon. 

 

Fig. 4 The north wing with granary above, and “outshut” to the left 



The granary was used for storage of grain, and it was thought that additional height protected it from 
attack by vermin.   

 “Outshuts” or “outshots” were added too, from the seventeenth century, and some of these functioned as 
dairies in the form of long shallow extensions. Their location on the north side of the house ensured they 
were kept in the shade during the summer months to keep produce relatively cool. Totleigh has an addition 
on the north elevation to east of the wing (Fig. 4) that may have originally fulfilled this role. 

There is a modern floor plan of the Totleigh showing the ground and first floors. The original three room 
and cross passage medieval layout can still be seen from this, however, the farmhouse has some unusual 
features that need some analysis and explanation.  

There is an indication that the hall of Totleigh was originally wholly, or part of an agricultural building, 
perhaps a barn dating from the fifteenth century or earlier. Although the original roof structure has been 
completely replaced in the twentieth century, there is a full height “cruck” roof support timber beam 
standing vertically and embedded in the internal north wall of the hall. This would have once had an 
opposite companion beam on the south wall rising to the ridge of the original roof forming an arch. This 
form of roof support is very ancient and dates from the early medieval period. Without sight of the jointing 
carpentry at the ridge, now removed, it is not possible to date this particular feature, unless for example, 
dendro-chronology techniques are applied to the timber.  

The modern floor plan indicates that a new extension was added laterally against  this earlier building to 
form two room accommodation divided by a cross passage. The roof structure of this extension displays a 
sixteenth century “raised cruck” roof support and is visible in the landing on the north east elevation. The 
north wing, described earlier also displays a sixteenth century roof truss, and so was either coeval with this 
extension, or added as a granary soon after. The external north corner wall of the hall is obscured by these 
later modifications, but the modern plan and internal  

 

Fig. 5 The vertical timber in the north wall of the hall believed to be the lower end of an early medieval full 
height “cruck” roof support 

observations clearly show that this has been “rounded” off. Where animals were driven around these 
corners, it was practical to do this to reduce harm to the stock or allow an easier turn for carts. This feature 



adds to the evidence indicating that this part of the house we see today was originally an isolated building.  
An early date of this is also confirmed by the thickness of the north wall. It is exceptionally thick at round 
five feet of cob depth. The later added kitchen wall then reduces this thickness to around four feet or so. 

 

Fig.6 The cob wall on the north elevation of the hall – five feet in depth (and a handy salt storage cupboard 
embedded within). 

The current kitchen on the west elevation was probably added in the eighteenth century, with a lower 
ceiling height creating level differences above, with a step down on the landing over the hall, to the 
chamber over the kitchen. This extension has a gable end chimney stack dating from around the eighteenth 
century. The addition of this lateral wing then completes the appearance of the traditional three rooms and 
a cross passage plan that we can see today. The structure of Totleigh in common with many other 
farmhouses with medieval origins in Devon has been a complex evolutionary process. 

The Hall 

This retains some interesting features and the theme of mystery continues. The fireplace originally dating 
from the sixteenth century, backs on to the cross passage. The clovel beam supporting the chimney breast 
has a modern replacement, but old granite jambs still line the walls. A remodelled bread oven has been 
retained and the back wall repaired and dressed with eighteenth century brickwork. Over the right hand 
end of the fireplace is a small corbelled shelf, the purpose of which is unknown, but perhaps a bit too near 
the ceiling for a candle holder, as has been suggested. 

 

Fig. 7 The corbelled shelf over the hall fireplace 



To the left of the fireplace is a steep stair case leading up to the north wing first floor chamber. There many 
examples in Devon of newel stair cases adjacent to fireplaces providing access to the first floor, but this one 
seemingly, is exclusive to one chamber. However, remodelling of the landing in recent years has changed 
the layout, so exclusive access by design to a single chamber is not possible to confirm conclusively. The hall 
floor has recently been paved with modern slab, and just in front of the fireplace would have been the 
location of the medieval hearth, serving as the main cooking and heating function of the house up until the 
room was sealed over. The entrance to the kitchen has a door frame dating from the sixteenth century. The 
carpentry displays a top rail joint called a “mason’s mitre”, which emulated a stone frame joint of an earlier 
medieval period.  

 

Fig.8 The door frame in the hall dating from the sixteenth century showing a “mason’s mitre” 

The great mystery of the hall, are the two rectangular apertures about waist height and twelve feet apart in 
the wall dividing the hall from the kitchen. These are roughly nine by six inch holes and are lined with stone 
and as such, appear to have fulfilled a previous function. They are at the same height, and ingress into the 
wall to a distance of half the thickness of the five foot depth.  If this part of the house was originally serving 
an agricultural purpose perhaps they were apertures to hold timber support beams for some mechanical 
feature, although their height and position does not appear to correlate with any traditional farm 
machinery timber work. 

 

Fig.9 The two rectangular holes in the dividing wall between the hall and the kitchen. What purpose did they 
serve? 



The Cross Passage 

The cross passage at Totleigh is unusually wide at around 12 feet, and in fact so wide it has been suggested 
by historians that it may have been functioning as a room and not a passage way at all. Most traditional 
cross passages are around six to eight feet wide and there are many fine examples still existing where the 
walls are lined with high status “plank and muntin” oak panelling, some from the early medieval period. 
Totleigh has no such feature, but nevertheless is still impressive by virtue of its sheer size. The staircase in 
use today was a twentieth century insertion, when the narrow and steep staircase from the hall was 
considered to no longer serve as a practical access to the first floor. 

The North Wing First Floor Chamber 

The roof structure still visible in this room, dates from the sixteenth century, and almost certainly was used 
originally as a small granary served by an external full height doorway, now blocked by a later window 
insertion. At some point in the seventeenth century, a decision was taken to convert this into 
accommodation, by providing heating with the insertion of a fireplace. The timber clovel beam supporting 
the chimney breast is original and displays a chamfered edge with a “scroll” end stop so characteristic of 
the period. To the left of the fireplace and deep into the cob wall there is a small “squint” window looking 
out to the east. The frame of this window is of the sixteenth century. Whoever used this chamber back in 
the seventeenth century must have been a valued and important member of the household. We can 
speculate that perhaps the yeoman farmer himself, in old age and retirement, in a dominant position was 
overseeing the work of his sons and daughters in the yard, and to the fields beyond, from the comfort of 
this room.  The staircase from the hall gave  

 

Fig. 10 The “squint” window in the north wing chamber dating from the sixteenth century 

 

Fig.11 The wavy “scroll stop” at the end of the chamfer on the clovel beam in the north wing chamber, a 
17th century feature 



direct and possibly sole access to this room through a doorway now blocked. The stairway has a 
seventeenth century window, also blocked and externally invisible that would have provided good light in 
what would have otherwise been a very dark area. It is tempting to continue the speculation that this was 
an exclusive feature for that special person. 

 

Fig. 12 The seventeenth century mullion window now blocked, once lighting the stairwell to the north wing 
chamber 

The North Wing Ground Floor 

This room was originally a continuation of the cross passage as evidenced by a wide entrance, now filled in, 
that can still be seen on the inside wall of the north elevation. The opposite wall as you enter the room on 
the left displays a rounded corner, indicating that this was once an external feature. The north wall has a 
later insertion of a mullion window frame with spandrels typical of the sixteenth century. This prompts two 
questions. Was this window inserted at the same time as the blocking of the cross passage, or was it an 
example of an imported feature taken from another earlier building fitted when the conversion to 
accommodation took place much later? My own view is the latter, as the cross passage function was an 
important utility for providing easier and shorter access to the rear of the farmhouse. The conversion of 
this originally open “porch” must have taken place when this access was considered no longer as useful, 
perhaps when earlier agricultural activities became redundant and changed, reducing this particular need.  

 

Fig. 13 The rounded corner of the internal wall of the north wing ground floor room, suggesting that his was 
once an external wall. 



 

Fig 14. The sixteenth century window insertion in the wall blocking the once open cross passage. 

There has been habitation at Totleigh for nearly a thousand years, farming the land, and today we see a 
new function and role for the farmhouse and its outbuildings. There is very little help from government 
these days to preserve these ancient buildings, especially the remote and humble farmhouse,  so it is good 
that enterprise in modernity, is providing the resources to continue the process of renovation and at the 
same time, retaining the historical features fit for future generations to enjoy, and of course, to ponder on 
the architectural mysteries at Totleigh Barton.  

Paul Wheeler – May 2018. 
  



Gallery Addendum 

 

 

The “raised cruck” roof support timber in the north eastern end of the farmhouse. 

 

A sixteenth century roof truss displayed in the north wing first floor chamber. Note the joints of the 
“cranked” collar, these are mortised and tenoned into the principle rafters, and are typical of the carpentry 

of the period. 



 

The now blocked doorway from the narrow staircase from the hall into the north wing chamber. 

 

The wing added in the eighteenth century, and now the kitchen. The demarcation line of the extension can 
clearly be seen against the shadows of the trees on the left of the south facing elevation. 

  

A similar vertical demarcation line can be seen on the opposite eastern end, possibly defining the sixteenth 
century addition against the original earlier built elements. 


