APP/12/00662  –  13-14 Langstone High street, Havant PO9 1RY
APP/12/00675  -   12 Langstone High Street, Havant  PO9 1RY 

I am commenting on these two applications in one response as the same issues apply. I revisited the site today and the work is complete. The description should therefore be revised to “Retention of ….”
My initial involvement began with a request for a historic building grant for the rethatching of the properties. Previous involvement with other properties in this terrace row, archive photographic evidence, the earlier grant files and the fact that it was undertaken by Steve Cleeve (who in the 1990's was a keen advocate of long straw) all suggest the previous thatching material was long straw. Grant offers for the rethatching of no.s 10 & 11 were made on this basis.  

A change of material from long straw to combed wheat reed requires listed building consent. It is necessary to resolve this in advance of proceeding with the current grant applications. There has been discussion with both owners and the thatcher (Stuart Belbin) in advance of the applications being submitted. I attach a copy of my letter of 25 May 2012 (an identical version was sent to each owner). 

Context 

Hampshire County Council has undertaken considerable research into the local thatching tradition. This revealed, that apart from one or two isolated areas where local water reed was harvested, long straw was the thatch material. In common with other areas, this began to be overcoated with combed wheat reed in the post war period. Long straw applied correctly has a visually distinct “shaggy” appearance. Long straw and combed  wheat reed are sourced from the same base material (wheat straw), the difference is in the processing of the material from field to roof. In simple terms longstraw is prepared and applied to the roof with the length of the stem showing. Combed Wheat Reed, goes through a comber where the ears are removed. It is then applied in a manner where the butt ends as opposed to the stem are exposed. This is similar to the treatment of water reed, hence the rather confusing naming as a reed.

The traditions result in different characteristic roof finishes which can be  significant in the context of listed buildings – selected for their special architectural and/or historic interest. When undertaken in full accordance with their true traditions combed wheat reed and water reed have a crisp angular form compared to the softer more rounded shaggy appearance of long straw. In more recent years there has been a blurring of the traditions, particularly between long straw and combed wheat reed where one is dressed to simulate the other.

Advice

Wherever possible, the adopted principle through both national and local guidance has been to maintain the local thatching tradition, unless there are compelling reasons to do otherwise. So where a long straw roof survives the presumption is for it to continue with this material to maintain the prevailing character. 

There is much debate within the thatching industry and elsewhere on the longevity of thatch materials. One of the reasons for long straw being supplanted by combed wheat reed and water reed was a post war drive which encouraged the use of combed wheat reed (or Devon Reed) for its greater longevity. The prime reasons for change today are longevity, availability of materials and ease of use. Long straw requires much more manhandling and preparation on the ground before being placed on the roof. 

Assessment

There are a number of factors that affect the longevity of thatch. The quality of the thatch material, the environmental conditions/roof design and the standard of workmanship. Individually and combined they will determine the life of the thatch covering. Having had the opportunity to view the particular roofs in question, I feel there is a strong case for using combed wheat reed on the rear roofslope because of the series of dormers that interrupt the slope and channel the water run off. This is a poor design and will inevitably reduce the life of the thatch. It is now impractical to remove the dormers and hence there is a strong case for changing the material to reflect this.
 The front roofslope does not present the same issues as it  sheds the water easily and efficiently. It is acknowledged that the building is in an exposed coastal position. Closer inspection of the work undertaken at no.11, suggests it is not what it purports to be but rather a hybrid.

The key issue here is to provide a consistent visual appearance to the listed terrace row. Prior to recent thatching work there was a mix of block ridges (where the ridge stands proud) and flush wrapover ridges – as the name implies where the ridge and main thatch slope are flush. See page 9 of HCC Thatching booklet  http://www3.hants.gov.uk/thatching_booklet.pdf
I feel there is a strong case for the use combed wheat reed (dressed in a long straw fashion) – liggers at eaves (on the front elevation) and flush wrapover ridge, to address the complex roof slope – dormers and valleys. This mimics what has been done elsewhere. Given the changes that have already taken place and the benefits gained in the provision of a consistent flush ridge and eaves treatment I am satisfied the change of thatch covering in this case has not resulted in any loss of character. The thatch has been  recoated, just stripping off the top layer of decayed material. Any surviving earlier historic layers of thatch are therefore unaffected. 

RECOMMENDATION

Grant listed building consent 
No conditions relevant as work complete.

PLEASE ADVISE WHEN DECISION HAS BEEN ISSUED, as I am awaiting on this before progressing the grant. 

I will forward you some photos of the finished work, taken while I was on site.

John Townsend

Conservation Consultant
17/8/12
