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Figure 1 Lacies Court from the southwest 

Introduction 
 
The Oxfordshire Buildings Record are grateful to the owners, Abingdon School, and 
archivist Sarah Wearne, for allowing us access to their property for the purposes of 
compiling this report as a contribution to the better understanding of Oxfordshire’s 
buildings. David Clark, John Steane and members of the Abingdon Buildings Record 
visited the house on 12 June 2010. David Clark returned on 19 July to examine the roof 
structures. We are also grateful to Nick Barnard of Abingdon School for supplying floor 
plans. 
 
The objectives of the visit were to understand the dates and phases of the building. 
 
We made a visual inspection of the exterior and such internal spaces as were accessible. 
Photographs were taken of significant features. Unless indicated otherwise, text and 
images were created by members of the recording team.  A limited number of historical 
sources were consulted. A copy of the 1910 Ordnance Survey map at 1:2500 was 
obtained from the National Library of Scotland. 
 
Under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988, the OBR retains the copyright to 
this document. Where copyright remains solely with the originator this is indicated by © 
and permission must be obtained from that person before any reproduction may take 
place. 
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Please note that this building is private property. 
 
Location (NGR SU 495 975) 
 
Lacies Court is situated within the grounds of Abingdon School where it serves as the 
headmaster’s house. It is on the eastern boundary and has access to Bath Street. Fig.2 
shows the layout in 1910. A large house to the south was also called Lacie Court and was 
built by William Bowles (Mayor 1824-25). He sold it to the Revd. Nathaniel Dodson as 
his vicarage as incumbent of St Helen’s Church, but it had been demolished by 1910.1  
 

 
Figure 2 1910 OS map extract (Reproduced with the permission of the National Library of Scotland 
http://maps.nls.uk/index.html and licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
ShareAlike 4.0 International License.) 

Description 
 
The Buildings of England (Berkshire, 2010) summarises the state of knowledge, as 
follows, “Lacies Court is a long gabled ramble. The all-rendered roadside end in a simple 
Baillie Scott idiom is Harry Redfern’s addition, c.1902, for Mrs Richard Chamberlain. 
Timber-framed beyond. Work is recorded here in 1585, 1596-1604, after 1656 (a chapel 
for the Rev. Peter Helyn, once chaplain to Charles I) and 1880. Also reinstatement of 

 
1 Townsend (1910) 

Lacies Court 



OBR.104 Lacies Court, Abingdon 

© Oxfordshire Buildings Record and contributors 2010 3

1935, after a fire. It deserves further investigation.”2  It is hoped that this report goes 
some way towards that aim. 
 
Fig.1 shows a number of accretions to the east-west range shown on the maps. To the 
north the central range has a large jettied gable over the ground floor range (Fig.3). This 
is clearly an addition, as the work seems all of 1902. The stone wall formed the west 
gable of the earlier building. One feature of this north gable which may be part of an 
earlier structure is the centrepiece above the uppermost jetty (Fig.4).  
 

 
Figure 3 North elevation 

   
Figure 4 Centrepiece in north gable   Figure 5 West wing 

The west-facing one-bay jettied wing (Fig.5) deserves a mention. Although much altered 
– only one or two of the external timbers are pegged in to the structure – this is the part 

 
2 Tyack et al (2010) p.117 
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that may have contained Heylyn’s oratory of 1653. Of the other external features, it 
seems clear that many of the windows date from the 1902 works – this despite the use of 
handmade crown glass in some of the lights and the use of ovolo-moulded timber frames 
pegged together. The tiny 15th-century-style covings above some of the windows are an 
unnecessary affectation (Fig.6). 

    
Figure 6 Medieval-style coving   Figure 7 Front door 

The doors to the south may, on the other hand, be early, if not in situ. The main door has 
a 16th century stone surround (Fig.7). To the east, in the 1902 wing is an early door-frame 
with the initials IA in the left hand spandrel and a shield with a rebus of two hats and a 
tun – perhaps for Hatton? (Fig.8). It is weathered and could be 17th century or earlier. 
 

Figure 8 Door head in 
south elevation 

 

 

Figure 9 (right) Door to patio 

 

Finally, a narrow door to the patio (Fig.9) is also of some age, but 
may be a cut-down version of a wider one. 
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Interior 

 
Figure 10 Ground floor plan (Nick Barnard, Abingdon School, with permission) 

Fig. 10 shows the ground floor plan. The main entrance is though the door in Fig.7, 
which opens to a hall within the south wing where there is a staircase to the upper floor 
(Fig.11). This seems to cut into earlier timbers and is a closed-string staircase with finials, 
pendants and twisted balusters. These were all fashionable in the late 17th century, but the 
doubled pendants and general lack of wear and tear suggest it is perhaps another early 
20th century insertion.3  Moreover, the staircase occupies only the western section of the 
south wing. This is particularly noticeable at first and second floor levels where there are 
solid partitions allowing space for small rooms off the staircase at these levels (Fig.12).  

 

Figure 11 Staircase 

 
The staircase detail also continues to attic level (Fig.13) 
where there is a short winder flight at the top. This is 
perhaps another indication of a modern date, as 
typically in a 17th century house the quality of the 
staircase would decline as it approached the servants’ 
quarters in the attic, and turned balusters would be 
replaced by cheaper splat ones. 
 

 
3 see Hall (2005) pp.114 for a twisted baluster of 1692; p.125-6 for acorn finials, and Victorian fashions 

G1 
G4 

G3 G2 
N 
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Figure 12 Upper part of stair tower   Figure 13 Top flight of staircase  

The hall itself (G1) is spanned by an unchamfered axial beam with joists apparently 
resting on top (Fig.14). In the floor there is a circular grille covering a stone-lined cavity, 
part of an early 20th-century central heating system. The furnace was to the south, and its 
flue was the tall chimney above the pentice (Fig.1). 

 

Figure 14 Hall beam and joists 

 
Around the walls is a considerable quantity of 
panelling. That beside the staircase is single-
pegged and likely to be modern, while over the 
fireplace is some 16th century linenfold 
panelling (Fig.15), most likely to have been 
reset as there is some modern work to either 
side. 
 
 

  
 

Figure 15 Linenfold above hall fireplace   Figure 16 17th century panelling in hall    

An intriguing set of panelling can be seen on the wall opposite the fireplace (Fig.16). 
Here, very authentic-looking vernacular carved arcading sits within a scheme which 
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could all be also 17th century were it not for many single-pegged rails and stiles – usually 
an indication of 19th century work.4 
 
The fire-surround in G1 is stone, probably 16th century (Fig.17). There is considerable 
evidence of a red and white coloration remaining in the mouldings – an interesting 
survival. 
 
Backing on to it (in G2) is a further fireplace (Fig.18) with a known history. It was found 
during work on Mayott’s house in 7-9 High Street in the 1950s, and brought to Lacies 
Court to be reset.5 It has the remains of a decorative scheme with plants and lined 
elements which clearly extended on to the surrounding wall. Cut into the right hand 
spandrel is a distinct W – often interpreted as a double V and representing the Virgin, set 
near openings such as fireplaces to ward off evil spirits, particularly in the early 17th 
century (Fig.19). 
 

   
Figure 17 Hall fireplace          Figure 18 Parlour fireplace from 7-9 High Street 

When discovered, the fireplace had hidden behind it a fragment of medieval carved stone 
about a foot in height. This has now been reset above the fireplace as a decorative feature 
(Fig.20). The chimneystack was rebuilt when this fireplace was inserted.6 
 
The parlour (G2) has a spine beam, again unchamfered and probably not intended to be 
seen. The joists are of various periods. The former north wall-plate of the jettied west 
wing is exposed within the later extension of the space and has mortices for the former 
wall and infill materials. 
 
There were no early features of note in spaces G3 and G4. 
 

 
4 see Hall (2005) p.139 for panelling and use of single and double pegging.  
5 See below (footnote 19) 
6 Michael St John Parker (pers. comm.) 
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Figure 19 Incised W in spandrel        Figure 20 Carved stone from High Street 

 
Roof structures 
 
A certain amount of the roof structure could be seen at attic level and through trap-doors 
above the staircase and bedroom at the west end. Although time did not permit a full 
detailed survey, it should be noted that a substantial amount of the structure survives and 
offers an opportunity for later investigation if that were needed. 
 
The basic layout is shown on Fig.21 
 

 
Figure 21 Second floor and roof trusses 

Seven bays of roof structure are visible. Internally, they extend for 17.07m but the widths 
of the bays vary to a certain extent. The position of the trusses is shown on Fig.21. It 
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seems clear that an early roof structure survives in six of the seven bays, three to the west 
of the stack and three to the east. Fig. 22 shows the view eastwards from truss F. The 
principal rafter with the black section seems to be truss G, and beyond that it can be seen 
that there is a ridge with modern rafters.  
 

Figure 22 Roof structure looking east from 
bay 5 

The rafters in the surviving bays (4, 5 
and 6) to the east of the brick 
chimneystack are pegged at the apex 
(Fig.23) and numbered in pairs with 
Roman numerals (Fig.24), although 
not consecutively. The numbers 
appear to be chisel-cut, a technique 
which seems to appear in the late 16th 
century.7  
 
Each rafter pair appears to have a 

collar, but the purlins were not investigated. However, a lower tier of purlins can be seen 
down a void at the point where the south wing meets the main house (Fig.25). 
 

   
Figure 23 Apex of truss E   Figure 24 Rafters of bay 5 looking west 

Fig.25 shows that the purlin is butted to the principal rafter and that each of the common 
rafters is pegged into it with a mortice-and-tenon joint. 
 
A somewhat different story emerges from the three bays west of the stack, however. The 
principal rafters of truss D have been sawn off where the stack emerges into the roof 
space (Fig.26). There are then two common rafters, with chiselled Roman numerals I and 
II, and then truss C only 41” from truss D. There is no assembly mark on this truss, and 
the collar is a reused lintel from a medieval door or window with a chamfer and two 
empty mortices for the jambs (Fig.27). 
 

 
7 Wallsgrove (1989) 
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Figure 25 View of lower purlin and rafters (below cable) 

 

   
Figure 26 Truss D sawn rafter 

 

 
Figure 27 Truss C collar a reused lintel 

The common rafters then continue in sequence from III to VIIII, all with mortice-and-
tenon joints, pegged at the apex from the west and also tenoned to the butt-purlin visible 
at collar level. After truss B the numbering continues with a + (for 10) at the first rafter, 
then l+ (11), ll+ (12) and so on to the end of the bay (Fig.28). 
 

   
Figure 28 Assembly mark on common rafter in bay 1    Figure 29Tie-beam over stone wall 
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Truss A at the eastern end of the building is not visible internally, but can be seen from 
the western extension (Fig.29). The tie-beam sits on top of the stone wall, visible 
externally in Fig.9. The stone has been removed from the wall within the building 
(presumably when the ground floor was opened up and an RSJ inserted, so as to spread 
the weight above). Removal of the stone shows that there is no morticing on the soffit of 
the tie-beam and hence that the stone wall was a primary feature of the house. Above the 
tie-beam the roof seems to have been of a queen-post type, but with additional studs 
nailed in to support laths for external render (Figs. 33 and 31). 
 

   
Figure 30 Stud for laths at west end of main house    Figure 31 Primary queen post at truss 1 

Finally, the roof of the western wing (Fig.11) was investigated. It has a single bay, A-
frame trusses clasping purlins and made of somewhat poor quality timber. The truss 
abutting the house can be seen in Fig.29 above. A birdsmouth collar links the purlins 
midway along their lengths (Fig.32). This picture also shows one of the waney 
windbraces at the western end. Some care has been taken with the seven pairs of rafters, 
however, which are numbered with chiselled Roman numerals (Fig.33) and are pegged at 
the apex and into the purlins.  
 

    
Figure 32 West wing purlin and windbrace Figure 33 Assembly mark 

It is known that when the roof was opened up in the 1980s, it was clear that the top storey 
was an addition, though the earlier ridge was still in place.8

 
8 Michael St John Parker (Pers. comm.) 
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Documentary History 
 
The outline documentary history can be found in the standard works on Abingdon, but 
school archivist, Sarah Wearne has recently compiled a focussed analysis of its history.9 
The main elements of this are as follows. 
 
A holding of Abingdon Abbey10, the property now known as Lacies Court passed to 
Christ’s Hospital after the Dissolution.11 It was a farm, before 1442 part of the manor of 
Fitzharris, and no doubt the house was used as a farmhouse while the land remained 
associated with it. The 1585 tenant was William Hart, who was required to spend £100 on 
the building over the following five years.12 John Fabian, the tenant 1596-1604 was also 
required to spend £100.13 Walter Dayrell, Recorder, lived at Lacies Court from 1612 until 
his death in 1628,14 and also spent money on improvements.15 In 1653 Dr Peter Heylyn 
DD arrived, and he apparently spent a considerable sum on the house, building in 
particular an oratory, the remains of which were said to be visible within the present 
house.16 It had silk altar cloths but was otherwise plain, and in it he celebrated the liturgy 
in defiance of the Commonwealth edicts of the time.17 After the Restoration the Bostock 
family lived there for a time.18 The tenant in the 1790s, William Bowles, created some 
confusion by building another house in the grounds in 1826 and naming it Lacie Court. 
This remained on a separate parcel of land until its demolition in 1910.19 Abingdon 
School eventually acquired the present Lacies Court in 1895.20 
 
It is perhaps worth mentioning in passing that there is a watercolour painting of ca.1789 
by J M W Turner entitled ‘Lacy’s Court’ in the Tate Gallery collection.21 This surely was 
painted from Bath Street, and is probably of the adjacent Waste Court as there is no 
obvious relationship to the present Lacies Court and it predates the building of Lacie 
Court in 1826. 
 
Early maps (eg 1st and 2nd edition OS) show the house before the 20th century alterations. 
An 1880 conveyance shows it to have had much the same plan as in 1899 (Fig.34).  
 

 
9 Wearne (2010) 
10 Preston (1929) p.44 
11 op.cit p.417-9; 472 
12 Cox (1993) p.34;  
13 ibid. 
14 op.cit p.86; his memorial is in St Nicholas’ church 
15 Cox (1993) p.64 
16 op.cit. p.104; Townsend (1910) p.127 
17 Townsend p.127 
18 Cox (1993) p.156 
19 It was in fact re-erected as Larkhill, on the Faringdon Road. 
20 VCH Berks; see Wearne (2010) for the full story 
21 Turner’s Oxford Sketchbook (Finberg II.4) Pencil and watercolour on paper support: 160 x 250 mm. 
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Figure 34 Map from 1880 conveyance (Abingdon School Archives with permission) 

The next  phase seems to have been a major remodelling in 1902 by Harry Redfern, local 
architect and former pupil of Abingdon School. A photograph in the Historic England 
Archive (Fig.35) captioned ‘Lacies Court after the fire in 1934’22 appears to show the 
house during the building works. If we are right, this is the earliest image of the house. 
 

 
Figure 35 Lacies Court, probably in 1902 during the building works (©HEA Image Number: 
4745_076 and reproduced with permission) 

Fig.35 shows the west end: the details of the covered patio and the fenestration of the 
south wing are slightly different from those visible today (Fig.1) but the main structures 
are all present. One area of difficulty, however, is the south wing. This appears as a 
shallow extension on the early maps, rather than the large feature visible today. This may 
be explained, at least to the west, by the presence of the pentice along the garden front, 
but there must be a possibility that it is largely a relatively modern construction. This will 
be discussed below. 
 

 
22 HEA Image Number: 4745_076 
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The extension of the house was carried out under the direction of Mrs Richard 
Chamberlain, who had taken a 61-year lease on the house in 1901. She commissioned 
Thomas Mawson (1861-1933) to design the garden.23 
 

 
Figure 36 Lacies Court in 1913 (Thomas Mawson Archive, Kendal Record Office, with permission) 

Fig. 36 shows the house in 1913 after the works were complete. In 1918 Mrs 
Chamberlain – now married to General Sir Percy Radcliffe – again extended the house, 
with a further gabled wing to the east and a sleeping platform to the south. This is shown 
in a photograph of 1934 in the Historic England Archive.24 A photograph of the north 
elevation in 1934 shows that the two gabled wings at the east were in place by that date.25 
Shortly after these photographs were taken, there was a serious fire at the house, which 
damaged much of the eastern end (Fig.37).  
 

 
Figure 37 Fire in 1934 (North Berks Herald) 

Figure 38 (right) South elevation, eastern part  

Sir Percy died suddenly three weeks later while hunting and Lady Radcliffe offered to 
sell the lease back to the school, but they did not take up the offer, so she rebuilt the 

 
23 Wearne (2010)  
24 HEA Image Number: 4745_079 
25 also under HEA Image Number: 4745_079 
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damaged parts – almost replicating the earlier structure, though without the open sleeping 
platform (Fig.38) – and continued to live there until 1939. 
 
During the war it was occupied by the Convent of the Nativity from Sittingbourne, then 
for a time it was a lodging house for scientists at the Atomic Energy Research 
Establishment at Harwell, including one Klaus Fuchs. The school eventually managed to 
buy out Lady Radcliffe in 1950.  
 
The medieval stonework referred to above was installed in the 1950s. The discovery of 
the fireplace and carved stone was recorded in the local newspaper as follows: “ High 
Street, the Tudor house of Abingdon's first Mayor, Richard Mayott, was demolished in 
1952 prior to building premises for the Oxford Cooperative Society. The Friends of 
Abingdon asked the workmen to watch for items of interest and, as a result, a carved 
stone Tudor fireplace was rescued. One of the stones had been re-used, and had elaborate 
medieval carving on the reverse, almost certainly from the abbey church. The fireplace 
was re-erected by Abingdon School in Lacies Court”26 
 
Discussion 
 
Although Lacies Court was separated from Fitzharris in the 15th century and probably had 
a farmhouse at that time, the present building does not have any fabric unequivocally of 
that date and in situ.  For example, there is no smoke-blackening of the roof timbers such 
as one might expect in a medieval building. However there are hints of an earlier 
structure, and it is possible that the medieval lintel reused as a collar in truss 3 may have 
come from an earlier building on the site.  
 
The basic structure seems to have been of stone walls supporting a roof of seven bays. 
Truss H coincides with the former fireplace at bay 7, which was probably the end of the 
building before the eastern extensions were built. A feature of the bay widths is the 
narrow (41”) bay 3. This is suggestive of a through passage, and it has been noted 
elsewhere (eg 28 East St Helen Street) that such passages are delineated in carpentry right 
up to roof height. The truss sawn through to accommodate the chimneystack following 
the introduction of the Mayott fireplace in the 1950s suggests that the earlier 
chimneystack served a fireplace backing on to the passage – a common location. 
Unfortunately no evidence survives at ground floor level for such a through passage at 
this point. Neither is there evidence of a kitchen fireplace such as one might expect in a 
farmhouse – wide hearth, bread oven, salt cupboard and so on.  
 
The roof carpentry is an interesting mixture of the crude and the sophisticated. It is 
however, possible that the roof visible in the void between south wing and main range is 
a survival of something earlier, and this merits further investigation. The visible structure 
does suggests a late 16th or 17th century date, when traditional methods are being eroded 
for the sake of cheapness and as rooms are ceiled and roof are not on display. 
Nevertheless, the roof does seem to have been built by two separate teams, one taking 
more care about setting the rafters in their correct numerical order than the other. It has 

 
26 http://www.friendsofabingdon.org.uk/achievements.htm accessed 11.3.2010 
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also been suggested that the eastern bays were rebuilt in the 19th century, and this is also a 
plausible explanation. 
 
It seems clear that from the early 17th century with a number of gentry tenants required to 
spend considerable sums of money on the house, major reorderings could have taken 
place. Sadly none of the known tenants correspond to the IA (or JA) initials on the 
doorway. As with the other early fragments, this could have been a much later insertion. 
The jettied west wing does seem to date from the 17th century. The roof was not intended 
to be seen, and the room below could well have contained Heylyn’s oratory. The present 
south wing seems purpose-built as a stair tower with ancillary accommodation, but this is 
also the most likely position for any earlier access to the upper floors. 
 
The gentrification continued under Mrs Richard Chamberlain. The 1902 work seems to 
have been extensive in its reworking of medieval themes in an assured Arts and Crafts 
style. The staircase and ancillary accommodation in the south wing seem to be entirely of 
this period. Much of the panelling seems to have been introduced at this time, with earlier 
doors and features being reset. The tradition continued in the 1950s with the insertion of 
the fireplace from High Street. Here the use of medieval stonework, starting as concealed 
rubble after the Dissolution then as antiquarian display in the 19th century (as at 
Trendell’s Abbey ‘ruins’) continued into the 20th.century. 
 
Conclusion 
 
This has been a rapid setting down of initial thoughts after two short visits. It does not 
constitute the further investigation sought by Tyack et al, but has hopefully added 
something to the story. Most importantly, it confirms that much early timber survives in 
the roof, and remains there for future investigation. 
 
It has been suggested that evidence of an earlier house, with a through passage in bay 3, 
survives, but insufficient to determine its size and layout, although it seems to have had a 
chimneystack backing on to the passage.  
 
Disclaimer 
 
This report has been prepared by member(s) of the Oxfordshire Buildings Record, a 
voluntary organisation whose objectives are to advance education and promote research 
on the buildings of Oxfordshire. Whereas every effort has been made to ensure its 
accuracy, it is based only on evidence which was visible at the time of the recording. The 
information and discussion contained in it is intended as a contribution to research, and 
the OBR takes no responsibility for any other use to which it may be put. Advice should 
always be sought from those professionally qualified to give it.  
 
Prepared by: D R Clark FSA, 21 Walton Street, Oxford OX1 2HQ secretary@obr.org.uk 
Approved for OHC by: D Thynne 
 
30 July 2010 (revised 17 May 2019) 
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