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Previous issues of the Buttercross Bulletin from winter 2001 and 2002 reported on restoration work 

carried out on the Yelde Hall. Issue 101 expressed the hope that the work would secure the Grade 1 

listed building for generations to come.  However in April 2016 the Iconic building was once again 

shrouded in scaffolding and protective covering whilst it under went remedial and restoration work. 

This latest intervention was prompted by problems with the front elevation, where plaster had 

started to come lose. Wiltshire based Heritage Restoration were contracted to undertake the work, 

project led by Francis Stacey from F.E.Stacey &Co, who is experienced in restoration lime work. 



Exploratory work was carried out to understand why the plaster 

was failing. Although problems were evident it was not possible to 

fully understand them until some deconstruction of the existing 

plaster took place. It was soon clear that the problems were more 

serious than initially thought and the team had to deal with the 

threat of large pieces of plaster coming away as they worked, the 

extent of which can be seen left and right. 

 

 

 

 

 

A large piece of the failing plaster work 

On inspection it was evident that one issue was the original plaster mix lacked the addition of horse 

hair, a vital component to help the plaster to bind and form ‘nibs’ which secure the plaster to the 

lathes.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

An ideal plaster mix containing horse hair 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Front of the panel showing three layers of plaster 

Illustration panel showing ‘nibs’ 

which should form at the back of 

the lathe and plaster 



Nibs also failed to form due to densely packed wool behind the lathes. This had been added for 

insulation but meant that the plaster had not been sufficiently pushed through and behind the 

lathes. It was necessary therefore to reduce the amount of insulation. This was a challenging task 

with the only suitable tool for the job being traditional design, hand sheep shears. 

 

 

Two pairs of gloves offered only minimal protection from painful blisters and the work took over a 

week to complete. 

 

Some of the wool removed from behind the lathes 

 



As well as the reduction of the wool insulation, 

preparatory work on the building in the first few 

weeks included the removal of tar from all of the 

wood. This process took the team of three a month to 

complete. 

  

One of the problems the team had identified was the 

dense packing of sheep wool, added in a previous 

programme of restoration to provide the building with 

insulation. This had restricted the amount of plaster 

pushed in and behind the lath meaning that it could not form the necessary ‘nibs’. In order to reduce 

the amount of wool it had been necessary to remove the entire lath on the front elevation.  

   

The first restoration job was the replacement of the lath. Each piece was cut to size in situ and nailed 

in place leaving about a fingers width gap between each. Once complete the ‘scratch coat’ (the first 

of three coats of plaster) was applied. Using a float the plaster was pressed in and behind the lath to 

ensure the successful formation of the nibs which would act as key to help the mortar to adhere. 

The coat was scratched after application and as the weather was warm it was kept damp for a few 

days to stop it drying too quickly. 



  

The second coat is called the ‘devils coat’. A wooden float with nail points projecting about 2mm 

from each corner, known as devils float is passed over the surface to give a key for the third, finish 

coat. 

The final stage of the work was the repainting of 

the building both inside and out. Much 

consideration was given to the colour. Previous 

renovations had painted the building white 

which, when combined with the tared timber 

frame, gave a classic black and white look. This 

traditional view of medieval buildings however 

does not reflect what must have been the reality 

of the time. Oak would not have been stained, 

but would have retained its natural colour and 

the walls would have reflected the colour of the local clay, generally a pink colour, rather than a 

white.  

With the tar having been removed from the timbers of the Yelde Hall, revealing a depth of colour, 

discussions with the local conservation officer led to the decision to move away from a white finish.  

In addition to the timber 

and external front 

elevation, the work on the 

Yelde hall offered the 

opportunity to assess the 

condition of the town crest, 

situated above the side 

porch. The crest was placed 

on the gable, over the 

council chamber, during 

extensive repairs in 1776 by 

John Scott, who was bailiff 

at the time. Scott was a 

prominent clothier of the town and marked his contribution with the inclusion of his initials and the 

date above the crest.  



The crest is a combination of the coat of arms of two 

prominent Chippenham families. The left hand side or 

Sinister side (on the right as you look at it) are the arms 

of the Husēe (or Hussey) family, Lords of the Manor of 

Rowden from 1290 to 1392. Their name in old French 

meant ‘booted’ and the arms are a play on their name, 

showing three boots with spurs.   

The right hand side or Dexter side (on the left as you 

look at it) are the arms of the Gascelyn family. They 

lived at Sheldon Manor, and were Lords of the Manor 

of Chippenham from 1250 to 1424. In heraldic 

terminology their arms are described as “a golden field 

surmounted by ten billets azure and a labels gules”. The 

rectangles are the “billets”, azure coming from their 

blue colour and the border across the top the “labels” 

with gules coming from its red colour 1. The present 

motto ‘Unity and Loyalty’ and the tree were added 

later. 

  

In June, Jane Davies a specialist in paint conservation, collected samples from the crest for analysis. 

She found that the crest had undergone numerous programmes of repainting. The multiple layers of 

paint generally copied the colour pallet of the previous layer, indicating that over time there had 

been little to no change in the colour scheme. In her report Jane concluded ‘Repainting the coat of 

arms would continue a longstanding tradition which has evidently taken place quite regularly over 

the past century and a half, with about ten previous schemes visible in the two most complete cross-

sections’. She went on to recommend ‘to retain at least some evidence of the existing paint layers 

during any restoration work or repainting of the coat of arms, as parts of the shield bear evidence of 

important historic paint schemes.2 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
1 Rodwell, K., ‘Archaeological investigations at the Yelde Hall, Chippenham 2001-2’, for North Wiltshire District 
Council, October 2003.  

2 Coat of Arms, Yelde Hall and Council Chamber, Chippenham Report Jane Davies Conservation 

Architectural Paint Research 

 



 

Yelde Hall side porch with newly painted Town Crest 


