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YEW TREE FARM, SAMLESBURY, 
A SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY COTTAGE

BY HENRY OGLE 

Read 22 May 1948

THE two main roads from Preston to Blackburn, the old 
road via Higher Walton and the New Road past Samles- 

bury Hall, are joined by a winding secondary road which 
crosses the River Darwen at Samlesbury Bottoms. The 
northern part of this lane is called Nab's Head Lane or Nab 
Lane, and it lies between Nab Head, the top of the steep hill, 
and Samlesbury Hall. The middle third of this stretch is occu 
pied by the hamlet of Sowerbutts Green. A map of 1834 (1) 
shows the hamlet with Yew Tree Farm on the western edge 
of the Green. The Green is now enclosed, and the cottage 
stands in a field some eighty yards from the road. It was the 
home, by tradition at least, of Grace Sowerbutts, chief 
witness in a witch trial at Lancaster in 1612. (2)

The roof and chimney stack first attract attention and 
mark the house as unusual. The roof has the steep pitch of 
50°, and so there is a great expanse of it visible from the road 
and from the fields, whereas the roofs of other buildings in 
the vicinity are low in pitch. The adjoining and later-built 
barn shows this difference well, its eaves being about a yard 
higher and its ridge a yard lower than those of the cottage. 
This steepness of pitch indicates the use of thatch as the 
original roof covering, and the 1834 map or drawing shows 
the roof so covered. The later covering was of thin stone 
flags which were nicely graded, from eaves to ridge, from 
very large (2ft. 9ins. x 3ft. 6ins. x lin.) to very small 
(Tins, x lOins. x fin). This stone, probably from a local

I 11 Robert Baton's copy of William Hubberstey's plan of 1834 (Lancashire 
County Record Office, DDX. 9014).

w For the story of Grace Sowerbutts see " The Witches of Samlesbury " 
in Pott's Discoveries of Witches in the County of Lancaster (Chetham Society, 
Vol. VI, 1845). Brief references to the trial of the three women " for Witch 
craft upon the Bodie of Grace Sowerbutts " are also made by Mr. Robert 
Eaton in " Samlesbury Stories " and " A History of Samlesbury ".
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46 YEW X REE FARM, SAMLESBURY,

quarry, weathers beautifully to a warm mellow range of 
buff, brown, and orange, with occasional stones almost 
black. The ridge tiles of earthenware are about 2ft. long, 
big and heavy enough to sit securely in any weather. The 
wooden gutter and its big shield-like brackets, probably late 
nineteenth century work, are of generous proportions and 
full of character.

The windows at the front of the cottage are each of three 
lights, with the exception of a small round-headed opening 
above the doorway. The lights are separated by deep 
mullions, and every light has, or had, an upright iron bar 
of square section mid-way in the opening. The window 
glass came immediately in front of the bars. The glass was 
originally of leaded lights, and there are no traces of shutters. 
The two ground-floor windows have hood moulds or " drip 
stones ", but those of the upper floor, being sufficiently 
protected by the wide eaves, have none. The little round- 
headed window gave light to a recess off the main bedroom, 
but recently was blocked up by a thin flagstone. The walling 
is of coursed rubble of thin sandstone, yellow and brown, 
occasionally weathered almost black. All quoins, window 
dressings, door-jambs, lintels, chimney-stack quoins and the 
chimney-stack cap are of a much rougher stone, the familiar 
millstone-grit, and all but the doorway lintel are a cool 
silvery grey. The lintel is pink in colour, owing to presence 
of iron where the stone was quarried. Many stones at the 
back of the house are like this, and might be taken for red- 
sandstone at a hasty glance. Though severe, the walling is 
of great beauty. The cool silvery grey of the massive window 
stones and quoins contrasts with the warm yellows and 
browns of the smaller thinner stones between them, and the 
occasional blackish stones give liveliness. Though strong, 
the walling is also delicate in appearance. A comparable 
example, of about the same date and of the same materials 
but now in ruins, is to be seen at Pickup Bank, near Darwen. 
It is interesting to compare this style of walling with that of 
a cottage between Ribchester and Ribchester Bridge which 
is perhaps of early nineteenth century date. In this one the 
stones are so large as to give the appearance of a doll's 
house.
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The doorway lintel is a single, massive, bluntly pyramidal 
stone which gives the doorway a " Gothic " look, especially 
in conjunction with the door itself, which is oak-pegged and 
strap-hinged and scrolled. The door lintel, the jambs, the 
cross-battens at the back of the door, and the pegs are of 
oak. The vertical boards are of pine, and may be replace 
ments. Boards and battens are fastened together by oaken 
pegs (fin. square face, and lin. projection) and the peg-ends 
are comer-chamfered to an octagonal finish. The door is 
hung by scrolled iron strap-hinges on gudgeons of iron fixed 
in the jamb, each strap having a large outer and a smaller 
inner pair of scrolls fastened to the boards by wrought iron 
nails with ^in. square heads. A few of these nails remain, 
but most have been replaced by modern iron nuts and bolts. 
The closing ring is missing, but its size (approximately 6ins. 
diameter) is obvious from the worn quarter-circle on the 
board. The bolt-socket is welded on to the end of a three- 
piece scroll like a fleur-de-lys.

The chimney stack is a twin, arranged along the axis of the 
roof, not across it as in the modern fashion. The downstairs 
and upstairs flue each has its own outlet in a separate chimney 
stack, but the two are united under a single capping stone 
with two circular outlet-holes. At Mawdesley Old Hall, 
near Rufford, there is a similar stack, but larger and rising 
from its own projection from the back wall on the ground, 
not from the ridge. The Mawdesley example has the date 
1623 over the fireplace.

At the back of the house the walling is in two stages, 
separated by a projecting course or string just above the 
ground floor windows. Above the string the walling is 
similar to that at the front of the house, but below the string 
it is made up of roughly coursed, large, rounded stones 
that have a water-worn appearance, with occasional inter 
rupted courses of thinner stones. Two feet above the 
kitchen windows are two putlog holes, one above each 
window. All the ground-floor sills, lintels and jambs are of 
reddish grit-stone, while those of the upper floor are of 
greyer stone. There are no hood moulds. At the end 
nearest to the south gable and close to it is a little squarish 
window giving light to another recess in the main bedroom.
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The main kitchen window is of three lights, and the others 
(except the little squarish one) are of two. Originally the 
windows all had vertical iron bars fixed " diamond-wise " 
mid-way in each light.

The south or open gable is plain walling without openings, 
of quality similar to that of the front. Attached to the south 
west corner are remains of an outhouse of similar wall- 
construction, that is with small thin stones and large grit 
stone quoins, apparently of the same date. The north 
gable is now covered by a later barn, probably the same as 
that which appears in the Hubberstey plan of 1834. High 
up in the gable is a square window with a timber lintel and a 
timber mullion. The lintel is a re-used piece, as are other 
timbers in the house. This window could have given light 
to the loft, if the loft was used. Mr. Thompson, the last 
occupier, says that it was never used in his time, that is to say 
from 1904 to 1927. On the other hand it may have been 
broken open to ventilate the hay in the barn.

The plan is simple and convenient. On each floor are 
three rooms, one large and two small, with a staircase-well 
in addition. Access to larder and scullery is direct. The 
interior walls, being of timber framing, take up very little 
space and retain warmth, while the thickness of the outer 
walls ensures equable temperature in summer and winter. 
As there is only one door and all windows are barred, an 
outbreak of fire would have been dangerous indeed, but that 
emergency does not appear to have arisen. There could be 
but little draught. What ventilation there was may have 
been the ever-open door in good weather and no more than 
the fireplace flues in bad.

; In the kitchen and the main bedroom there is a clear 
space (16ift. x 12ft.) which compares very well with that 
of any ordinary modern house. In the kitchen is the addi 
tional space of the fireplace recesses, and in the bedroom 
similar recesses form what amount almost to small rooms. 
They were used as wardrobes. These recesses are illuminated 
by windows, and so would not become mere " dumping " 
places. The forward projection of the fireplace makes for 
convenience, as it gives ample space at one side for a bread- 
oven with its own flue. This is partly conjectural, but it is
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difficult otherwise to account for the two-light window at the 
extreme end of the wall, let alone for the extra flue at this 
side of the main stack. At the other side is a dark recess 
formed by the projecting fireplace at one side and the speer 
at the other. The speer protected the hearth from draughts 
and formed, with the main wall, a short lobby.

The scullery (8ft. x 9ft. Sins.) is of ample size, giving room 
for a cutting-up table under the window, and there is a fixed 
stone slab (about 4ft. x 1ft. 6ins.) at the back of the room 
opposite the doorway. The stone sink fits into a recess, 
well lighted by a two-light window. This recess is formed 
above the turn of the cellar steps, so no space is wasted. 
The larder (8ft. Sins, x 7ft. Sins.) has large stone slabs on 
three sides, one under the window. They are raised on 
brick piers. The bricks are 9ins. x 4Jins. x Sins. On 
the back wall is a " Delft-rack " of three shelves, six feet 
wide. The cellar steps lead down from a door at the end 
of the partition wall between larder and scullery. This is 
quite the coolest part of the house, as it is in the north-east 
corner and separated from the kitchen by the staircase-well 
and its north wall of bricks. These bricks, too, are 9ins. x 
4Jins. x Sins. It seems likely that they replace a former 
timber-framed wall.

The staircase-well contains a short return-flight of five 
and six steps. There are slight mouldings on the strings, 
hand-rails and newel-posts. The newel-posts are square 
in section, with shallow square caps. There is a short 
pendant post from the top newel on the upper-floor landing. 
There are no complete balusters left, but there are half- 
balusters fixed to the inner faces of the newel-posts. The 
balusters rose direct from the strings to the undersides of the 
hand-rails which are channelled to receive the baluster heads. 
They are well turned, in seventeenth-century fashion, and the 
half-balusters examined appear to be originals. The whole 
construction is of oak. Above the landing at the top of the 
first leg of the stairs is a deep shelf right across the staircase- 
well. It can be reached from the first step of the second leg, 
and above it was a trap-door for access to the loft. At the 
top of the stairs a small landing (about 5ft. x 2ft.) has been 
made by partitioning off a part of the second bedroom.
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The main bedroom doorway opens immediately to the left 
of the stair-head, that of the second bedroom right in front, 
and that of the third bedroom to the right, with its approach 
made by skewing out the landing floor a little way over the 
first flight of the stairs.

The cellar (1) (8ft. lOins. x 5ft. 10 ins.) has a good brick- 
vaulted ceiling, segmental in section. Against each wall is 
a stone slab supported upon ledges of stone. It is adequately 
lighted by a two-light mullioned window which faces west 
and gets its light from an " area " or light-well (2ft. x 3ft.) 
stone-lined and protected above by an iron grating. Access 
to the cellar is by two short flights of stone steps, six and five, 
at right angles, leading from the larder inner wall. Above 
the right-angled turn of the steps, where there would otherwise 
have been a high empty space overhead, the scullery sink- 
stone is fixed. Its lagged waste-pipe can be seen and is 
accessible from the steps.

The second bedroom (8ft. x 12ft. 6ins.) has a two-light 
window. The third bedroom (8ft. Sins, x 7ft. 3ins.) has a 
three-light window. The main bedroom (16£ft. x 12ft.) 
has a three-light window at the front and a two-light window 
at the back, as well as the two little windows which light the 
cubby-holes. The lighting throughout, with the exception 
of the stairs, was better than that of most country cottages 
of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

The floor covering of the ground floor consists of smooth 
flagstones well fitted and jointed; that of the first floor is of 
wide oaken boards, and that of the loft is of clay. These are 
described in detail below.

The first floor is supported at one end of the room by the 
great fireplace-beam or ingle-beam, which rests upon the 
speer at one end and in the wall at the other. This beam 
carries the ends of the floor-beams, their other ends being 
carried by one which is part of the timber cross-wall. The 
present kitchen fireplace has been rebuilt and contains an 
iron range (c. 1890) by Slinger of Preston. Though common 
and undecorative it is not to be despised, for it worked.

At the nearby cottage of Roebutt, now in ruins, there was 
a fireplace of Tudor type, with the upper part of the jambs

i 1 ) See Illustration No. XVI.



XII. LARDER, YEW TREE FARM



XIII. STAIRCASE, YEW TREE FARM



XIV. YEW TREE FARM 
(Cross-section with Fireplace).
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projecting far forward to take the broad lintel. This fire 
place is now in the Lewis Museum, Blackburn, having been 
saved from destruction by Mr. Robert Eaton. The one in 
the kitchen of Yew Tree Farm may have been like it. Right 
and left of the fireplace, in the recesses, are convenient though 
small aumbries'or cupboards. That on the right was lined " 
with wood and had a glazed door. Above the lintel-stone 
and fastened to the great beam is a light mantelshelf. In 
the speer wall, within the recess, is a narrow cavity, possibly 
for a candle.

The upstairs fireplace consists of a large slab of stone 
resting upon a pair of short stone jambs. Above and to 
the right of these are other stones, making together a chimney 
breast about five feet wide, the whole resting upon the ingle- 
beam below. In the right-hand top corner of the chimney 
breast is a recess (about 9ins. square); it was perhaps for a 
candlestick, for there is no mantelshelf. The doorways 
of the recesses do not appear ever to have had doors; the 
openings have but one jamb (inner) each, and there are no 
gudgeons or gudgeon-holes. These jambs or posts are 
mortised into a ceiling-beam of which the ends rest upon the 
front and back walls, and the middle upon the timber framing i 
over and at each side of the fireplace. This beam carries the * 
ends of the ceiling-joists. At a point above the candle recess 
of the fireplace is a big iron hook, fixed into the beam. It 
does not appear to have anything to do with the use of the 
fireplace.

From the bedroom ceiling level to the ridge, the brick 
chimney-stack is battered slightly in the direction of the axis 
of the cottage. The bedroom flue is in front. Behind it, 
nearer the south gable, is the kitchen flue. To the right or 
west, and adjacent to the kitchen flue, is another, slanting up 
to nearly the level of the ridge. It joins the kitchen flue just 
below that point. The bottom entrance to this flue is either 
behind the iron kitchen range or blocked up and plastered 
over within the right-hand recess. A stick can be poked 
into this flue from the recess through a hole about waist 
level. At the left-hand side of the stack, above the bedroom 
ceiling level, is a piece of brick and stone buttressing.

Opposite the kitchen fireplace and standing together in
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the middle of the wall are two doorways, one to the stair 
case, larder and cellar, and the other to the scullery. These 
rooms are separated by thin walls of oak framing filled with 
raddle-and-daub. The framing is of stout posts, of which 
one is the door-jamb and the other a wall-post, both mortised 
into a cross-beam which helps to support the upper floor. 
Into these posts are mortised a sill and a middle transom. 
Into these horizontals are fitted vertical posts, which, after 
fitting into holes above, slide into slots below. These make 
six panels. The panels are filled with sticks of hazel, laid 
horizontally and woven hurdle-wise about the three upright 
posts slotted into the sills and transoms. The sticks are 
covered thickly with a mixture of mud, cow dung, bents, straws 
etc., and then plastered over as far as the door jambs, sill and 
ceiling-beams. The partition separating the main bedroom 
from the second bedroom and stairs has four square panels 
on each side of the doorway, and the main cross-wall parti 
tion is framed into the under surface of the tie-beam of the 
roof-truss.

This tie-beam is very crooked, and so the ceiling joists 
which are mortised into it on its upper surface are sunk to 
different depths. At the west end they merely rest upon it. 
The tie-beam truss has a collar-beam a little over half-way up, 
and three-foot struts are used to stiffen the angles between 
the tie-beam and the principals. There are mortise holes 
and cut-away portions on the western principal, evidence of 
earlier use. The upper purlins meet just above the collar- 
beam; the lower meet just below the upper ends of the struts. 
The purlins are half-jointed over the principals and lie with 
small ends over big ends, the span being too great for one 
continuous timber. The main timbers are all of oak, but 
the common rafters are now of pine. That they also were 
originally of oak could be seen by examination of a few old 
grey originals that were still in place in 1946, some on the 
exposed part of the gable walls and a few close to them. 
They were four, five and six inches wide and about two and a 
half inches thick, and were very crooked. It seems that 
originally they did not lie in one span from wall to ridge, 
like modern rafters, but from wall to purlin, purlin to 
purlin, and purlin to roof-tree, in three stages, though not



XVI. YEW TREE FARM 
(Cross-section with Cellar).
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XVII. BARN ROOF TIMBERS, YEW TREE FARM



XVIII. FIRST FLOOR BEAMS AND JOISTS, YEW TREE FARM



XIX. CONSTRUCTION OF CEILING ABOVE GROUND FLOOR, 
YEW TREE FARM
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uniformly so, for one could be seen which spanned two 
stages. Those of the adjacent and later-built barn are laid 
in the same way (i.e. from purlin to purlin). The pine rafters, 
which were probably put in when the roofing was changed 
from thatch to stone, rested their feet on the last or " eaves " 
course of the cottage wall, which acted as a tilting-piece for 
the first or doubled " eaves " course of the roofing flags. 
Most of these flags were hooked over the laths by iron nails, 
but some of the original oaken pegs were still in position. 
On the loft floor were found iron nails, oaken pegs and a few 
lead nails.

The arrangement of the flooring timbers follows a simple 
and orderly plan. All the joists are of oak, and so are the 
main bearers. The main bearers for the bedroom floors 
run in the direction of the axis of the cottage, resting their 
inner ends on the beam half-way up the cross-wall. The 
outer ends of the kitchen bearer-beams rest upon the great 
ingle-beam. From the cross-wall runs another single beam 
in the same direction, resting its outer end in the north gable 
wall. It is partly supported by the posts of the post-and- 
panel wall which separates the scullery from the larder. 
From these long bearer-beams the joists run athwart the 
cottage, three sets of short ones over the kitchen, and longer 
ones completely spanning larder and scullery. The floor 
boards were of oak. Very few remain now (1948); they 
are nine, ten and eleven inches wide and were about one 
and a half inches thick, as far as can be judged from their 
present decayed condition. They fit close but are not 
feathered or rebated in any way.

The wide boards of the ceiling cross the joists at right- 
angles, i.e. they run parallel to the axis of the house. Under 
them is a thin layer of wheat straw which is fastened to the 
floor-boards by thin laths. The straw lies at right-angles to, 
and the laths run parallel to, the floor-boards. This under- 
surface is then plastered thickly, over both straw and lath, 
up to the joists. There is very careful workmanship in 
this under-surfacing, and it must have made a good warm 
floor.

The bedroom ceiling timbers, which also form the loft 
floor, are laid in a direction opposite to those of the lower



54 YEW TREE FARM, SAMLESBURY

floor, that is the main bearer-beams lie athwart the cottage, 
resting their ends upon the walls, and the joists run parallel 
to the axis of the house. There are three heavy beams, the 
middle one being the tie-beam of the roof-truss, and two 
lighter beams at each end, making five in all. The loft 
floor is of clay, laid about four inches thick over short oaken 
battens from joist to joist. Above the third or smallest 
bedroom raddle-and-daub is used instead of oaken battens, 
possible a later renewal when oak became scarce. The 
battens are slotted into the joists, their ends being tapered 
for ease of fitting, and the slots or mortises in the joists are 
extended or " ramped " so that the battens could be slid in 
until tight. They do not quite touch each other and the 
plaster applied to their under surfaces could be squeezed into 
the inter-spaces as in modern lath and plaster work. The 
four- or five-inch layer of clay mixed with straw would be 
laid over the battens when the plaster had dried and so 
would " key " itself to the upper surface of the battens. 
Then the clay in its turn would key itself to the rough plaster 
squeezings. Where there were remains of this clay floor 
in 1946 it was in good condition in spite of much exposure. 
It would make an impervious layer and would stand occas 
ional use as a floor. The only evidence for such a use is 
the north gable window opening, and that may have been 
broken open, after the adjoining barn was built, for ventila 
tion of the hay in the barn or for extra storage on the cottage 
loft floor. There is also the possibility that the opening was 
made or left during the making of the clay floor. Buckets 
of heavy clay could much more easily be handled by hauling 
up to the window than by lifting up to the trap-door above 
the stairs, and there would be also the advantage of light.



XX. CEILING BEAMS AND JOISTS ABOVE FIRST FLOOR, 
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