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unreasonable, though the Society
was concerned that it could lead to
an escalation of work in view of
uncertainties about the fabric
beneath. We advised caution. 

In the end, trials were carried
out which showed that the cement
render could be removed with
surprising ease, and that the wall
beneath was not timber framing (as
has been anticipated) but brick,
though of a number of phases and
with evidence of earlier,
lime-based render.  

Further discussion recently
occurred on site, with advice 
for the Society from architect
Andrew Townsend, and further
consideration by the SPAB
Guardians’ committee. In view of
the reasonable condition of the
brick, a number of options were
possible. The (2008) listed
building consent had required that
a new lime-based render was
applied after the cement-based
material was removed, which
might still have been the best
option. But we felt that an
amendment to the consent, which
allowed a brick-coloured,
lime-based shelter coat, or even
exposure of the patchwork of
historic brick, could be reasonable
as well.  This advice was passed on
to the owner and council.
MS

Wellbrook Manor
Lower Wellbrook
Peterchurch
Herefordshire
Wellbrook Manor is one of
Herefordshire’s best timber-framed

buildings. It has recently passed
into the care of the Vivat Trust,
which will repair it for use as
rented holiday accommodation. 
It will make a very appealing place
to stay, particularly at times of the
year when its attractive garden can
be enjoyed.   

The Society was invited to a
pre-application discussion of the
Vivat Trust’s plans for the Manor
and asked architect Andrew
Thomas to represent it at the
meeting. The Vivat Trust’s plans
for alteration are commendably
modest and conservative, being
limited to minor improvements
such as better bathroom facilities.
A more significant issue 
is the repair of the exterior. 
It is presently covered in a
cement-based render. Removal of
this hard render is likely to be of
benefit to the building, though we

have encouraged re-instatement 
of a lime-based roughcast.

The condition of the timber
frame beneath remains to be
explored once the present render
has been removed.
MS

Firbeck Hall
Firbeck
South Yorkshire
Firbeck Hall is a substantial and
impressive listed building which
dates from the 16th century. It was
a lavish country club in the 1930s,
with outdoor swimming pool and
golf course. It then became a
hospital, latterly offering treatment
for injured mineworkers, before
closing in the 1990s. It was
acquired by a new owner, but has
since stood empty. The Society
was recently contacted by a
newly-formed local group, the

Friends of Firbeck Hall. They are
considering means by which the
Hall’s repair and re-use might be
secured. The Society was able to
offer advice and suggestions, and
to put the Friends in touch with
Yorkshire-based Esher Award
winner Helen Kirk and former
SPAB Guardian Andrew Shepherd.
They both have much useful
experience of buildings of this
kind. We hope that the Friends will
be successful in finding a solution
for the building’s future.
MS    

Church of St Madoc
Llanbadoc 
Diocese of Monmouth
The Society is currently
considering ways in which it can
help protect historic bell frames
from removal or damage. There is
sometimes a conflict between those

Top, left, Bartholomew Manor,
near Newbury. Cement render
was removed with surprising ease,
revealing evidence of an earlier,
lime-based render. The Society
has been involved in further
discussions about ways in which
the façade might be treated

Left. Wellbrook Manor,
Herefordshire – one of the
county’s finest timber-framed
buildings – is now owned by the
Vivat Trust. Removal of the 
present cement-based render
would be beneficial, to be
replaced, the SPAB suggests, 
by a lime-based roughcast





which had been called in by the
Secretary of State. The first
application was for listed building
consent for demolitions,
conversions and the construction of
new buildings on the site to
provide 16 residential units. 
The second application was for
planning permission for the
demolition of buildings on site and
erection of 15 units, conversion of
barns to six units and other
buildings to five units. 

The Society joined forces with
the Ancient Monuments Society to
make its case, which was that the
effect of the proposed residential
scheme on the character of the
Abbey Barns site was unacceptable
despite the limited loss of historic
fabric. Links to the Abbey ruins
site would be minimised and the
significance of the barns site would
be neither preserved nor enhanced
but permanently damaged. 

We added that the proposals did
not meet the tests set out in PPG15
or emerging policy on Heritage
Protection Reform. We also drew
attention to the fact that when
English Heritage had withdrawn
from its intention to develop the

site in connection with the Abbey
ruins (which are in its ownership),
the only recourse considered had
been residential use. No other
alternative had been considered. 

The second opposing party to
present evidence was the Thetford
Society, which made a strong case
against the proposed residential
conversion and the introduction of
new residential buildings on the
site. Central to the Thetford
Society’s argument was that the

site should be used for a
community purpose and an outline
proposal for an alternative scheme
was put forward. This scheme
would be mixed use and involved
using the existing barns to house
a café and visitors’ centre, 
office space, holiday lets and a
cycle hire facility. 

Witnesses included a
representative from the Thetford
Town Council, who requested that
the Thetford Society be given time
to fully develop its proposals, as
well as the head of the Keystone
Development Trust, which
specialises in town regeneration
schemes. Although the Thetford
Society had not yet had time to
fully work up its proposals, the

feasibility of the alternative
scheme was agreed by all of 
its witnesses. 

Although English Heritage was
present at the inquiry it did not
take an active role in the
proceedings. The applicant did not
provide formal evidence in
advance of the public inquiry.
Present as an audience member he
requested permission to read a
statement to the inspector later in
the proceedings. The main party in
support of the proposals was
Breckland Council, which held that
the current proposals were the only
viable solution to ensure that the
Abbey Barns were given a secure
use. Breckland’s defence
emphasised that no one had come
forward until this point with a
practical alternative scheme for
developing the site, and that the
scheme now proposed by the
Thetford Society would not be
feasible in practice. 

The outcome of the case has
been a disappointing for the SPAB
and the other opposing parties. 
The Secretary of State, having
considered the report produced by
the Inspector, chose to support the
Inspector’s recommendation – to
grant listed building consent and
planning permission, subject to
conditions. The decision stated that
the Secretary of State saw little
evidence that the alternative
scheme proposed would come to
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Casework

Left and below, Abbey Barns,
Thetford – called-in by the
Secretary of State follwing plans
for conversion to residential use.
The Society and other bodies
strongly objected to the scheme’s
harmful effect on the historic
site’s overall character, However,
following a Public Inquiry last
November, the scheme was
approved, and listed building
consent granted for the
development. The SPAB continues
to monitor events at Abbey Barns
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fruition. The decision stated that
the loss of public access was not a
significant disadvantage of the
proposals; that the archaeological
importance of the site would not be
prejudiced by the proposed
residential scheme; and that the
proposed density was acceptable
for this sensitive site. 

The applicant now has
permission to convert the grade I
and grade II* medieval Abbey
Barns as well as the curtilage listed
buildings and to build new
residential dwellings on site. 
The SPAB will continue to monitor
developments to see if proposals
which it has fought since 2007 are
now realised. 
Elaine Byrne

Church of St Andrew
Framingham Earl
Norfolk
Among many applications for
extensions and re-orderings that
the Society is currently considering
in Norfolk is one for this grade I
listed church which has one of 126
round towers in the county.  

St Andrew’s is a wonderfully
compact building dating from the
first half of the 10th century, with a
chancel with surviving Saxon
features altered in the 14th century,
and a 12th-century Norman nave
and tower. It has fine north and
south Norman doorways, the south
sheltered by a 14th-century porch
and the north by a 19th-century
porch of brick and slate, which is
used as a vestry. Entrance to the
church is by the south porch, which
is on the opposite side of the
church from the footpath approach. 
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Framingham Earl lies a few
miles south of Norwich, in an area
designated for further growth. 
We readily accept that there is no
space for a lavatory and kitchen
facilities within the body of the
church, which the parish considers
essential if it is to fulfil its role

within an expanding community.  
The Society warmly welcomed

the refreshingly modern design for
an extension on the north side of
the church. Under the proposals the
19th-century north porch would be
demolished and replaced with a
light-weight, transparent, glazed

structure, which will allow the
Norman north doorway to be seen
properly and provide space for a
welcome/display area. Linked to
the vestibule would be the
enclosed mass of the extension, to
accommodate a lavatory, vestry
and tea point/kitchen in an
elliptical shape to reflect the
roundness of the tower. 

The architect has placed the
central axis on an alignment with
the altar to provide an association
between the new and the old. 
The proposed materials would be a
masonry construction with a
rendered finish for the
vestry/lavatory and glass walling
for the vestibule.

In their comments on the
extension the SPAB Guardians’
Committee noted that the plan, as
currently articulated, did not
follow the elevations and advised
that the height of the glazed section
should be below the nave roofline.
In their view, the roof of the

St Andrew’s, Framingham Earl.
The SPAB welcomes a modern
design for an extension on the
north side of the church. The
19th-century porch would be
replaced with a glazed structure
which would bring the Norman
doorway into light
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elliptical section should be read above that 
of the rectangular section. We look forward 
to commenting further as this interesting
scheme progresses.
Catherine Cullis

Priory Church of St Peter and St Paul
Dunstable
Bedfordshire
In the past three years the Society has
considered a number of plans for new facilities
for this important building, which was
originally the church of the Augustinian Priory
founded by Henry I in 1131. The arcaded
Norman and Early English west front survives
from the Priory buildings, as does the north
arcade of 1150-60. Nineteenth-century
restorations of the church, first by Somers
Clarke and later by GF Bodley, were, on the
whole, sympathetic. The church is seen from
every aspect.

It has an important and flourishing choral
tradition. An early scheme proposed an
extension on the north side, mainly for choir
rehearsals which the Society could not support
because, in our view, of the detrimental impact
that it would have had on the north elevation of
the church. We recommended that the choirs
continue to use the parish hall nearby for their
rehearsals. We were pleased that our initial
advice that a fully accessible lavatory be placed
in the north portal and a kitchenette along the
west end of the north aisle has been followed.  

Recent discussions have concentrated on a
new internal glazed lobby within the main west
door, necessary now that the north portal is to
contain a WC. The outline of an earlier lobby is
clearly visible on the west wall. We argued
successfully that the new lobby should be fully
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The magnificent west front
at Dunstable Priory

Church, Bedfordshire, and
its precious Norman and
Early English stonework. 

The SPAB has long been a
consultee on various

schemes for modernising
facilities at the church,

the latest of which is for
the introduction of a

glazed lobby within the
west door entrance
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glazed and with a glazed roof in order to be as
light as possible and subservient to the
architecture of the internal west wall.   
CC

UPDATE
Staley Hall
Stalybridge
Greater Manchester
Described by the Daily Telegraph back in 2002
as “the saddest house in England”, the SPAB
has long been pushing to save the grade II*
listed Staley Hall. Originally a timber-framed
hall dating from the 16th century, the house was
stone-faced in the 17th century. The site, some
10 miles east of Manchester city centre and
historically in Cheshire, also has various 18th-
and 19th-century barns, some of which are
listed in their own right.

By the late 19th century the site was a
tenanted farm and with the Hall unoccupied, as
it has been ever since. Concerns for its future
and possible re-use date back to the 1940s. 
The site’s woes were further compounded by
the erection of a large electricity pylon almost
immediately behind the Hall. 

Various options for development of the site
were submitted by the owner’s agents, including

a casino and various residential schemes. 
Over the years residential development of the
surrounding land crept closer to the listed
buildings. Their condition deteriorated to the
extent that the SPAB and others were concerned
that there would be insufficient land for any
enabling development associated with potential
schemes for re-use of the hall and barns. 

In 2006 a potentially viable residential
scheme was approved for both the house and
barns. While English Heritage, and the SPAB
and other amenity societies, remained unhappy
at the extent of rebuilding proposed it was felt
that this was the building’s last chance. 
A Section 106 agreement ensured, in theory,
that the associated enabling development could
not be completed without the works to the hall
and barns first being completed.

Subsequently, the site was sold to developers
who have, as expected, progressed with the
enabling development first. However, with the
economic downturn the local authority was
concerned that little progress was being made
on the hall and barns. Some stabilisation of the
remaining shell of the hall had taken place and
the buildings were now fully supported with a
scaffold, but this has remained the position for
some time. 

The local authority therefore tentatively
welcomed recent proposals that related to
amendments to the house types on the
remaining plots. The original consent included a
number of larger executive homes and
apartments, which the developers felt were not
viable in the current climate. On the same
footprint, these would be replaced by smaller
two- and three-bedroom units, a change that the
local authority felt was justified.

With the involvement of architects with
experience of working with historic buildings,
the application included more detailed
information with regard to the conservation of
the remaining fabric, including detailed
drawings of stonework, and timber-frame
repairs. The revised proposals for conversion of
the adjoining barns also made better use of
existing openings and paid more respect to the
agricultural character of the buildings. 

Sadly, internal timber-framing to the hall
had already been removed and one of the barns
had been completely taken down.

Though the scheme is yet to be determined,
the SPAB supported improved proposals. It is
hoped that works can be carried out before more
of this important group of buildings is lost. n
James Innerdale

Casework

The SPAB is backing
proposals for the sensitive
re-use of the hall and
barns at Staley Hall, east
of Manchester. After a
promising start, work has
now ceased, though
revised proposals have
been submitted for the
repair and refurbishment
of the buildings
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