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Steps House, West Wycombe Village

Historic Building Investigation and Recording

1  INTRODUCTION

1.1   Background
1.1.1 Oxford  Archaeology (OA) have been commissioned  by The National Trust to carry out

historic buildings recording and archaeological investigation during conservation works
to a number of properties within the village of West Wycombe, Buckinghamshire. The
work relates to a programme of on-going refurbishment works (detailed further below)
and the current report covers the recording of Steps House in the centre of the village.
The National Trust HBSMR event number for this work is ENA7420 and the site number
is 154720.

1.2   Wider background to the West Wycombe project
1.2.1 The current work forms part of a wider project to refurbish the tenanted National Trust

buildings within West Wycombe village and it is being carried out in a number of stages
between 2012-2015. 

1.2.2 The main works in the current programme include:
• Re-roofing and insertion of insulation
• Upgrades of services
• Upgrades of bathrooms and kitchen facilities
• Repairs to gutters 

1.2.1 The National Trust owns c50 tenanted buildings in the village and c23 of these are listed.
Steps House is a Grade II* building while the others are listed at Grade II.

1.2.2 The village forms a collection of vernacular buildings from a range of dates and with
various  historical  functions  and  the  current  project  provides  a  rare  opportunity  to
undertake a single overarching study of a settlement such as this. The investigation of
this  group  will  particularly  allow  the  easy  comparison  of  constructional  techniques
between buildings to identify similarities between structures of different ages as well as
highlighting evidence to show how constructional techniques or structural design in this
area has evolved over time. 

1.2.3 In September 2012 Gary Marshall (National Trust Archaeologist London and South East)
issued a brief for the recording project and in October OA responded with a Proposal for
Building Investigation and Recording. 

1.2.4 Vernacular  Building  Surveys  were  undertaken  on  many  of  the  buildings  in  the  early
1990s and these provide much valuable information on the history of the structures and
evolution of the village. The current recording work utilises existing plans and research
undertaken by the Vernacular Buildings Survey in November – December 1993. For ease
of comparison internal spaces and rooms use the same numbering system as used in the
Vernacular Buildings Survey report. The VBS report, which is included here as Appendix
B, should also be read in conjunction with the current report.
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1.2.5 This  document  forms  a  stand-alone  report  on  the  investigation  of  Steps  House  and
ultimately  similar  reports  will  be  issued  on  the  other  buildings  investigated  at  West
Wycombe.  The information contained in all  these reports  will  then be distilled into a
wider  context  study  which  will  discuss  the  overall  development  of  the  village  and
highlight common themes or features between buildings.

1.2.6 The recording at Steps House focused purely on the roof structure following removal of
the  roof  tiles  and  prior  to  the  insertion  of  insulation.  This  report  is  intended  to
complement  the  Vernacular  Building  Survey  rather  than  to  replace  it  and  it  focuses
particularly on the areas exposed. The VBS is reproduced here as an appendix while the
main body of the current report discusses the areas recently exposed and assesses how
this affects the previous understanding of the building.

1.3   Methodology
1.3.1 The work comprised three  principal  elements:  a  photographic,  a  drawn and a  written

survey. 

1.3.2 The photographic survey  consisted of general photographs and specific details and was
undertaken using 35mm black and white print film and digital photographs were taken
using an 8 megapixel camera.

1.3.3 The  drawn survey  consisted of a measured survey of the elements of the roof as they
were exposed. The southern-facing slope (the front of the house) was exposed and re-
covered by the roofing contractors before the recording work began. Measurements were
taken of the  underside of  the rafters  where possible  and details  of  the structure were
gathered from photographs of the work in progress taken by Gary Marshall. The eastern-
facing slope was recorded by means of  measuring  the  underside  of  the  rafters  where
possible and recording was not carried out during the exposure of the roof structure on
instruction from Gary Marshall.

1.3.4 The  written  survey consisted  of  notes  and  annotations  that  complemented  the
photographic and drawn surveys and added further analytical and descriptive detail. 

1.3.5 The site work for the recording of Steps House was undertaken between 10 April 2014
and 15 April 2014; each area of the roof which was uncovered was recorded as detailed
above and immediately insulated and covered by the roofing contractors before the next
area was stripped. 

1.4   Historical Background to West Wycombe Village
1.4.1 West Wycombe is a small historic village which is just detached from the modern western

boundary  of  the  much  larger  town  of  High  Wycombe  (Fig  1).  Archaeological
investigations have provided evidence of continuous occupation in the general vicinity
since  the  Bronze  Age,  particularly  on  West  Wycombe  Hill  and  the  area  where  St
Lawrence’s Church now stands.

1.4.2 In the first half of the 18th century West Wycombe Park and country house was laid out
by Sir Francis Dashwood to the south of the village.

1.4.3 The  current  buildings  in  the  village  are  believed to  largely  date  from the  early  16th
century to the later 19th and they formed part of the Dashwood’s estate. The village was
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located on the main road between London and Oxford and records show there were a
large number of inns which prospered on the coaching trade. 

1.4.4 By the early decades of the 20th century the buildings of the village had fallen into a state
of  considerable  disrepair  and  in  1929  the  village  estate  was  purchased  from  the
Dashwood Family by the Royal Society of Arts (RSA). The RSA undertook a programme
of  refurbishment  under  their  Campaign  for  the  Preservation  of  Ancient  Cottages,  a
remarkable but little known campaign established in 1926 to protect cottage architecture
by  establishing  a  fund  which  purchased  or  restored  cottages.  (RSA ref:  PR.EN/100).
Documents relating to this purchase and refurbishment are held at the RSA Archives in
London and this may be an avenue of valuable research in the current project.

1.4.5 In 1934, following the RSA refurbishment, the buildings were donated to the National
Trust and they remain as a tenanted estate today.

1.4.6 Steps House
1.4.7 More detailed historical research into Steps House, as well as the village more generally,

will be undertaken in due course as part of the current project and the findings will be
incorporated into the final report on all the buildings. The sources contained within the
Vernacular Buildings Survey (VBS) of  November – December  1993 have been drawn
upon.

1.4.8 Steps House was listed in 1954 as 'The Manor House'. This, combined with the grand
architectural features and good quality finishing such as the penny-struck pointing to the
brickwork of the front elevation (Pl. 1), gives an indication of the status of the building
within the village. The Map of the Manor of West Wycombe of 1698, the year in which
the Dashwoods acquired the manor, shows a representation of the actual old manor house
which was replaced by the Dashwoods a decade or so after purchase much further from
the village (Fig 2). The resemblance between the Manor House shown on the 1698 map
and the building in the current project is noticeable, and it is possible that Steps House,
acknowledged as being 'unusual' in the listing description and dating to this period, was
intended to resemble the lost manor house (Pl. 2). It is not inconceivable that materials
were  reused,  although  none  were  apparent  in  the  roof  structure,  which  may  be  a
consideration  during  future  internal  works.  The  buildings  on  the  same  map  in  the
approximate location of Steps House appear to be a representation of the village rather
than an accurate plan of the existing buildings and Steps House or it's predecessor is not
apparent.

1.4.9 A Plan of West Wycombe Town of 1767 show the house in an identical stylised form to
the surrounding properties; the lack of outbuildings, details and extensions indicate that
this map is only intended to indicated plot size and ownership and so does not provide
any information about the property (Fig 3).

1.4.10 The tithe map of 1849, reproduced in the VBS report and the original not inspected by
the author, may imply the property was at this point two dwellings. Plot 670 is detailed as
“Two houses and a yard”,  with the owner listed on the Apportionment  as  Sir  George
Henry Dashwood M.P. and the tenants listed as William Mead and William Bowler. No
evidence of the internal division of the house was noted in the VBS and so it may be the
case that the house was grouped with another property and clarification may be found
during the further research.
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1.4.11 A map regression through the Ordnance Survey maps indicate that the footprint of the
building has not changed since 1876 (Figs 4 & 5).

1.4.12 There are currently dormers in the east and west facing slopes of the roof, and one in the
west  facing  return  between  the  wings  to  the  rear  of  the  property  (Pl.  3  &  4).
Buckinghamshire Record Office holds photographs, available online, which show a sash-
windowed dormer to the western end of the south slope (front of the building) in the early
photographs, but a casement-windowed dormer in the east slope in the photographs dated
by  the  Record  Office  to  the  1920s-1930s.  Sadly,  no  photographs  of  this  period  are
accurately  dated or include later  photographs of the rear  or  the west  elevation of  the
building. The buildings in the village underwent improvements by the RSA between 1929
and 1934; the east and west dormers do appear identical and so it can be assumed that the
dormer to the front was removed and replaced with dormers to each side. The dormer
within the valley has had fairly extensive repairs, although the method and materials of
construction  are  fairly  similar  to  the  others  and  so  it  may  be  assumed  that  this
window/roof access point was constructed at the same time as the dormer windows. The
listing  description  from  1954  mentions  only  the  dormer  in  the  west  facing  return,
however,  it  can  be  confidently  stated  that  this  was  an  oversight  as  the  side  dormer
windows appear on photographs which obviously pre-date the listing.

1.4.13 Although not within the scope of this study, it was noticed that the off-centre rear attic
window in  the  westernmost  half-hipped  gable  was  similar  in  appearance  to  the  side
dormers; although it is of a side sliding sash type, it is an obvious later replacement or
insertion  and  the  moulding  and  window furniture  are  similar  to  the  dormers  and  so
probably dates to the RSA works.

1.4.14 The iron bracket and lamp above the front door and also mentioned in the listing text do
not appear to be on the pre-RSA photos.

2  DESCRIPTION 

2.1   Summary description of overall building from VBS
2.1.1 The  Vernacular  Building  Survey  report  considers  that 'The  property  has  remained

relatively  little  changed  structurally  since  it  was  first  built  in  the  later  years  of  the
seventeenth or the early years of the eighteenth century.  The square, double-pile plan
was unaltered until the mid to late nineteenth century'. The analysis of the VBS is further
discussed in the conclusion and the whole VBS is reproduced at the rear of this report at
Appendix B. 

2.2   Roof investigations
2.2.1 The current  recording at  Steps  House focussed  entirely  on  the  roof  structure  and  the

current work has not included any investigation of the building's interior or other exterior
features.  The  roof  structure  was  examined  from the  scaffolding  platform outside  the
building.

2.2.2 The leadwork in the valley between the wings obscures the ends of the rafters and so the
roof  construction  in  this  area  is  not  discussed.  As  detailed  in  the  methodology,  the
southernmost  and easternmost  slopes  were not  recorded,  however,  photographs of the
exposed south slope were made available and details noted from these.
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2.2.3 The roof of the southern, front, block consists mostly of jack rafters due to the hip and
valley rafters to either end of the roof. A pair of principal rafters is in the centre of the
roof with the collar now removed and the empty mortice visible (Pl. 5); the end of the tie
beam is visible at the wall plate of the south slope (Pl. 6).

2.2.4 The two rear wings are of much the same construction, with eleven or twelve pairs of
common rafters with a pair of principal rafters to the south of the chimney stacks. The
rafters are partially obscured by the aforementioned leadwork in the valley (Pl. 7).  The
northern ends of the wings are half-hipped (Pl. 8).

2.2.5 The rafters are bridle-jointed at the apex and some pairs are also pegged (Pl. 9). There is
no ridge piece in any of the roofs, although a short piece of new timber and a reused
rafter (probably a length of timber removed to allow for the dormer window construction)
have been added later for support to the apex near to the chimney in the east wing (Pl.
10).

2.2.6 A single purlin supports the rafters to each slope. The rafters are pegged to the purlin
with square wooden pegs to the rear wings (Pl. 11) and round wooden pegs to the front
block. Some of these joints have been reinforced with large iron nails.

2.2.7 Despite the rafters being sawn fairly evenly, rather than the popular usage of split logs for
rafters (of which there are very few in this roof), the majority are laid horizontally, with
widths between 70-90mm for the original timbers and 50mm for the 1930s additions. The
depth is fairly consistent at c60-70mm with the principal rafters measuring up to 100mm
square.

2.2.8 The  square-headed  iron  nails  which  attached  the  original  battening  to  the  rafters  are
visible, having been simply hammered flat against the timber.

2.2.9 The  principal  rafters  of  the  southern  block  have  empty  mortices  (Pl.  12)  following
removal of the original collar; the same mortices in the wings have the tenons visible,
however, the attic ceiling construction obscures any possible remaining collars (Pl. 13).

2.2.10 During the RSA works, reinforcing collars were fixed to some rafters and purlins, but the
attic ceiling construction makes it difficult to distinguish these structural members from
the ceiling frame.

2.2.11 All  visible  areas  of  the  roof  display  some repairs  and  reinforcement  from additional
timbers fixed to the sides of several rafters. Many of the rafters have been sawn off at the
wall plate due to rot and sprockets have been fitted to support the eaves (Pl. 14). The
original rafters were at least notched over the wall plate, but where the rafters have been
sawn off  at  the  eaves  the  wall  plate  has  been mortared-over,  obscuring any potential
seating or indication of the method of jointing the two members.

2.2.12 The wall plates are laid directly onto the brick walls and abut the hip, valley or principal
rafters. To the outer edge of the wall, in front of the wall plate, the spaces between the
rafters  has  been  packed  by  several  mortared  layers  of  waste  roof  tiles  laid  onto  the
brickwork.

2.2.13 The purlins abut the hip or valley rafters at either end and are considerably obscured by
the attic ceiling construction.
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2.2.14 Only one windbrace is visible, bracing the westernmost slope between the principal rafter
and tie beam and the purlin. All details have been obscured by the sheeting of the attic
ceiling below, however, it has been fitted over the lath and plaster ceiling phase and so in
all likelihood dates to the RSA works (Pl. 15).

2.2.15 With the exception of the RSA alterations, the construction of the front block and the
wings are contemporary. Some repairs have been undertaken before and after the RSA
works. There is no indication of reused timber, and the timber appears to be of fairly high
quality,  as  befits  a  higher  status  building.  Occasional  rafters  retain  a  waney  edge,
although the majority are square, even, pit-sawn timbers.

2.2.16 A few rafters display partial importer's marks (Pl. 16). Timber was imported in balks and
sawn on site; the grooves appear to have been part of a tally or Roman numeral style of
marking. Further investigation or analysis of the timbers may find where they originated.

2.2.17 Repairs to the rafters in the southern, front, slope indicates that there were two dormers;
as mentioned previously. One front-facing dormer remained until the RSA renovations
when dormers were constructed to each side slope and the dormer to the front slope was
removed (Pl. 17). The area from which the dormer had been removed at an earlier date
does not appear to have been adequately made good at the time of removal as the timbers
bridging the gap date from the RSA works (Pl. 18).

2.2.18 The original lath and plaster of the attic ceilings are visible in some areas of the roof,
other areas display the later Thistle Fireproof Plasterboard fitted between the rafters. To
the western wing, the attic room ceilings were reconfigured during the RSA works by
boxing-in the eaves in order to created a barrier to the cold roof and also create a crawl-
space containing the services. The previous wall plaster is visible in some areas (Pl. 19).

2.2.19 A 1930s cigarette packet was found behind the rafters of the west slope of the east wing,
presumably left by the roofers working for the RSA.

2.2.20 Several pages of newspapers dated 1950 were found in the west wing,  outside of the
storage area and around the chimney, suggesting that some work was also carried out at
this date.

2.2.21 The roof has been re-felted at some point since the RSA works, probably in the 1980s
taking the nail and felt types into account. The hip irons date to this phase.

© Oxford Archaeology Page 6 of 9 July 2014



Steps House West Wycombe Village Report on Building Investigation

3  CONCLUSION AND SUMMARY OF PHASING

3.1.1 The current project has helped to confirm and clarify the existing understanding of this
building which had been largely based on the Vernacular Building Survey. 

3.1.2 The  table  below  summarises  the  phasing  outlined  in  the  VBS  together  with  some
comments from the current project. 

Phasing previously proposed by VBS

Phase Date Detail from VBS Comments from current 
investigation

1 Late- 
seventeenth 
or early- 
eighteenth 
century

Steps House first built No evidence found to doubt the 
VBS interpretation.

2 Undated Removal of spine wall, rearrangement 
of staircases etc.

Not in the scope of investigation

3 Mid- to late-
nineteenth 
century

Single storey rear utility extension Not in the scope of investigation, 
however, the Ordnance Survey map 
of 1876 shows that it was standing 
by this point

4 c nineteenth 
century

Removal of the easternmost dormer in 
the south slope.

(Alteration not detailed in the VBS as 
it was not apparent until the roof 
covering was removed)

Evidence for a dormer window in 
the southern slope of the roof, 
providing a symmetrical elevation, 
was apparent following removal of 
the roof covering. 

No dating evidence is available for 
this alteration which pre-dates the 
earliest available photograph which 
is dated 1890-1909 by the 
Buckinghamshire Record Office

5 1929-1934 RSA works Further research into the RSA 
works will be undertaken at a later 
date, evidently substantial repairs 
were undertaken in addition to the 
relocation of the dormer windows 
and reconfiguration of the attic 
ceilings

3.1.3 It is noteworthy that, in common with several other buildings in West Wycombe, dormer
windows were added or altered in the RSA works.

Angela Warner 
July 2014
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APPENDIX A.  LISTED BUILDING DESCRIPTION

Name: STEPS HOUSE 

List entry Number: 1125135 

Location
STEPS HOUSE, HIGH STREET

Grade: II* 

Date first listed: 09-Jan-1954 

(Formerly listed as The Manor House) 

List entry Description

HIGH STREET 1. 963 (North Side) WEST WYCOMBE The Manor House SU 8294 9/91 9.1.54. 
II* GV 2. Unusual early C18 house. Colour washed brick plinth and ground floor with large coved
plaster cornice; yellow brick 1st floor with red brick quoins and dressings. 2 storeys and attics, 4 
double hung sashes in flush moulded wooden frames, ground floor fielded panelled shutters, 1st 
floor segmental arches. 6 red brick steps with plain wrought iron railing up either side of central 6 
fielded panelled door with 2 light rectangular fanlight; surround of fluted Roman Doric pilasters 
carrying frieze and cornice. Coved ground floor cornice breaks forward slightly over doorway and 
carries a wrought iron lamp bracket and octagonal lamp. Central 1st floor dummy window, hipped 
old tiled roof with dentil and moulded red brick cornice. Dormer to west return elevation. V.C.H., 
III, p 135. 

Nos 35 to 37 (consec), The Church Loft, Nos 45 to 54 (consec), Nos 56 to 59 (consec) Steps 
House, The Plough Inn, Premises occupied by Frank Hudson, The Old Smithy, West Wycombe 
Estate Office, Rose Cottage and Ness Cottage form a group.

Listing NGR: SU8298794675

Selected Sources
1. Book  Reference - Author: Page, W - Title: The Victoria History of the County of 

Buckingham - Date: 1908 - Volume: 3 - Page References: 135

National Grid Reference: SU 82987 94675
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APPENDIX B.  VERNACULAR BUILDING SURVEY FOR STEPS HOUSE
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Figure 1: Site location
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Figure 2: Extract from The Map of the Manor of West Wycombe (1698). 
(Reproduced courtesy of the Dashwood Estate)

Figure 3: Extract from A Plan of West Wycombe Town (1767)
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Figure 5: Extract from 1921 OS map

Figure 4: Extract from 1876 OS map
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Figure 6: Plan of roof showing phasing and key features 
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Plate 1: An example of the surviving penny-struck pointing on the front (south) elevation, fi rst fl oor (courtesy of 
Gary Marshall)

Plate 2: Steps House following re-covering of the roof, south elevation
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Plate 4: Dormer window/roof access in the valley between 
the wings

Plate 3: Dormer window in the east slope of the east wing
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Plate 5: Empty mortice in the principal rafter in the 
south slope of the south range (courtesy of Gary 
Marshall)

Plate 6: End of the tie beam in the south slope of the south range (courtesy of Gary Marshall)
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Plate 8: Half-hipped wings prior to stripping

Plate 7: Leadwork in the valley obscuring the rafter ends
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Plate10: Later support of the rafters at the apex next to the east wing chimney stack, west slope

Plate 9: Example of rafter joints at the apex, west slope of west wing
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Plate 12: Empty mortice in the principal rafter in the north slope of the south range

Plate 11: Example of the pegs attaching the rafters to the purlin, west slope of the east wing
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Plate 14: Rot, reinforcement and sprockets, west slope of the west wing

Plate 13: Tenon of collar visible but the collar obscured, west slope of the west wing
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Plate 16: Importer’s marks, west slope of the east wing

Plate 15: Windbrace in the west slope of the west wing
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Plate 18: Replacement lengths of rafters to former dormer in the south slope, east end of the south range 
(courtesy of Gary Marshall)

Plate 17: Replacement lengths of rafters to former dormer in the south slope, west end of the south range 
(courtesy of Gary Marshall)
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Plate 19: Original lath and plaster wall and ceiling and the RSA boxing-in of the eaves, west slope 
of the west wing
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