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Assessment of stored timber details

The Elms, Fitzroy Park N6 6HS
Introduction and background

The remit of this report is to assess the individual timber elements at present stored on site at The Elms, Fitzroy Park, Hampstead, for their suitability for reintegration into the house.  I believe that the timber elements were removed from the house about seven years ago and have been in storage ever since.  The individual elements will make up a variety of timber details from the house when assembled but at present the pieces are stored ‘en masse’ as opposed to being grouped by detail.  Not all the individual elements of timber have an identifying mark to denote which room or detail they come from.

The attached catalogue of timber elements looks at each separate piece of timber as a stand alone item, and considers is condition and suitability for re-introduction in isolation.  It should be borne in mind that most of the individual pieces of timber are part of a larger assemblage and until these are put together it will not be possible to realistically assess the chances of successful re-integration of the whole.  The recommendation of ‘reuse’ in the catalogue should be read with the above comment in mind and means ‘re-assess’ or ‘review’ when all surviving elements of a particular detail have been assembled .

It is my firm recommendation that any sections of timber that contain evidence of fungal spores or growths, and have been degraded by fungal attack, should be removed from site and destroyed by burning; this should be carried out as soon as possible to reduce the possibility of the spread of these fungal spores.  There is evidence of the activity of Brown rot and Dry rot (Serpula Lacrymans) on the timber at present.

Originally built as a house to be occupied by one family the building underwent many changes and refurbishments, eventually becoming a building of multiple occupancy
 prior to purchase in the late 20th century for use as a single house.

Prior to removal it is likely that the conditions in the house were not conducive to the safe preservation of the timber.

Anecdotal evidence suggests that the building may have been used for government purposes during WWII, as well as suffering some damage from enemy action
.

During WWII many buildings were protected with sandbags, air vents were blocked as a precaution against gas attack, and maintenance was non existent due to wartime restrictions on labour and materials.  All of these factors are well known to have encouraged the spread of fungal attack to timber elements in buildings, especially where enclosed microclimates existed in conjunction with high timber moisture content and high relative humidity.

By the beginning of the 21st century the house had been on the English Heritage Buildings at Risk Register for some ten years and in 2002 Camden’s Jenny Reid accepted that “Given the dilapidated state of the building, it is anticipated that several areas will have to be renewed.”.

Timber suffers disproportionately from lack of maintenance, especially when water ingress occurs.  When cracks occur in render and paint water gains access and given the correct environmental conditions fungal attack will start.  The fungal spores are present in the standing tree but require the correct high levels of moisture and relative humidity to instigate spread of fruiting bodies; however once started it is difficult to stop the infestation without highly intrusive intervention.
The timber details were removed from their position in the house at least five years ago.  The removal of the timber to storage has allowed air movement, removal of micro climates, probable stabilization of rH levels (within an acceptable range), reduction of timber moisture content to a level where biological and fungal attack is dormant
. The hollow construction of the sash box windows, and the shutter linings, are particularly susceptible to fungal attack as is evidenced on many of the elements.

While the present storage conditions have been beneficial to the woodwork the seasonal variations in relative humidity (rH) suffered while in a largely open environment have resulted in expansion and contraction of the individual sections of timber, this in turn has resulted in many of the joints opening.  If the salvageable elements are to be re-installed in the house their moisture content should be checked and if necessary they should be stored in the correct environment, for some time, to reduce the moisture content of the wood to one that is compatible with that of a sealed, centrally heated building.

Because of the lack of maintenance suffered by the house many of the external timber elements have suffered from water ingress, this has resulted in insect and fungal attack.  Timber elements that have suffered from attack from common furniture beetle should be assessed for structural integrity and all timbers that have suffered from fungal attack should be disposed of.

The house underwent a significant refurbishment in the late 19th century and this included the replacement of much of the internal panelling and window woodwork.

The huge majority of the timber with which we deal is soft wood with the exception of the oak floor and three oak window sills.

All the timber that shows a pink undercoat dates from the late 19th century.  We can ascertain this as the window in the north end of the long room on the west of the ground floor was altered and the timberwork from this window exhibits the same pink primer.

Some of the timber elements at present in store originate from the now demolished additions to the house dating from 1863 and the 20th century.  These elements can, I assume, be reasonably disposed off as coming from a section of the house subject to permission to demolish.  I have as yet not identified these elements.

THE TIMBERWORK

Structural timbers

There is an amount of structural timber, some original, some very modern.  As they have been worked to fit in particular positions within the building they will be of little use, and are of very little architectural interest, especially given that there are a reasonable number of similar timber elements existing at present in the house.  These timbers invariably contain either a large number of nails from the lath and plaster applied to them, or rebates and mortises dependant on their original position.  Some also show evidence of rot to varying extents.  Given the low possibility of re-use; other than as temporary building material I would recommend that these are not re-introduced and should be disposed of.

Apart from the floorboards most of the timber is painted to some extent, it is likely that any timber that dates from before the1960s will be decorated with lead based paint and any refurbishment of these items will require use of the relevant health and safety controls to protect operatives.

Floorboards

There are several types of boards in store, of varying quality and type, and representing fluctuations in the fortunes of the house.

There is a small amount of oak flooring dating from the mid 20th century that is in relatively good condition and could be re-used, either in this house, or recycled elsewhere.  It is unlikely that there are enough of these oak boards to fully board out any appropriate room in this house.

The majority of the floorboards appear to be of a high quality pine, anecdotally they come from the long room on the west of the house.  All these boards are rebated along each edge and are roughly thinned with a chisel where they cross each floor joist.  The underside of all the boards are almost black with dirt, though the chopped out sections are almost fresh; this implies to me that these boards have been re-used from another site, especially as the chopped out sections are far wider than the joists would have been. In my estimation these boards date from the late 19th century, but could have been brought into The Elms at any time since.  I believe that work was carried out to the house after WWII, and again in the 1970s or 1980s.  While the lower surface of these softwood boards shows them to be of good quality timber the upper surface shows them to be worn, uneven, of a grey colour with a broken surface.  These boards have not been varnished/polished for a long time and will require re-machining to bring them into a condition where they could be re-used.  Many of these boards are split and unusable, after re-machining I would expect a larger number to be found to be unusable.

The oak boards being hardwood and younger, are in better condition than the pine boards.  The cut outs on the lower sides of the boards are positioned for the previous floor joist centres while the contemporary distance between floor joists is set at 400 mm, the two are not compatible and the re-installation of this floor would almost certainly mean having to re-machine the timber, after de-nailing, this would thin the boards by at least a further 5 mm.  It is likely that at least 15% of the boards would be unusable in their present condition, possibly more after de-nailing and re-machining.

There are a small amount of modern softwood floorboards, I assume they were used as replacements in the recent past.  These are of little use given their condition and surface appearance, and should be disposed of.

There are four very wide boards, these are of low grade softwood and are not from the high status rooms, probably from the top floor.  These are almost certainly original to the house though given their small number are of little use in the re-development of the building, however a place should be found for them.

Given the additional requirement to reduce the moisture content as well as the presence of biological attach to some boards (not the oak) I would suggest that very careful consideration be given to the idea of re-introducing these boards into the house.

There are at least three styles of skirting board moulding in storage, both in construction and design, reflecting two 19th century and one 20th century installation.

The present skirting boards in the ground floor hall are not original as they extend along the enclosed under-stairs cupboard; there is a moulded panel on the under side of the stairs that would not have been enclosed when installed.

Doors

There are doors of a variety of patterns in store, and from positions of different status.  We think that the oldest doors are those with the half round detail let vertically into the centre; where the oldest doors are internal the panel mouldings are proud of the surface, as in the existing door at the bottom of the stairs in the Hall, leading to the Library.

There is evidence of attack by common furniture beetle (Annobium Punctatum) in some of these older doors, this attack is usually restricted to the bottom rail of the door and does not appear to be extensive.  There is no reason why most of these older doors cannot be refurbished for re-use in the house, however some of them contains letter slots, one a cat flap, and one has been historically altered, implying that it has been moved., but within the house.

In my opinion there are thirteen doors that because of design and condition should be considered for re-integration in the house, the rest of the doors are either of inappropriate design, have been altered, or are damaged to the extent that they should not be considered appropriate for inclusion.  In addition the front doors exist and could be re-used, though they are not the originals and will require some refurbishment.

Windows

The windows can be divided into a variety of sections.  Some of the windows have internal shutters mounted in both splayed and non splayed reveals.  Some windows had external blinds set in timber reveals.  Some windows were fitted with external timber blinds decorated along their bottom edge with pierced dentils; on one of the timber blinds the dentils are not pierced but only recessed, implying that this blind may be a replacement, there certainly seem to be fewer paint layers on this item.

Most of the windows have suffered from water ingress and the associated problems of damp and rot.  While the visible internal timber detailing has been protected by the several applications of paint over the years the external timber has suffered from lack of maintenance.

Most of the external timber shows many layers of degraded lead based paint that will have to be removed if the timber elements are to be re-used.  There is evidence of rot and damp in nearly all the lower timber elements of the windows.  The paint has split and the endgrain of the vertical sections has suffered over a long period of time.

Most of the surviving window sills show rot and degradation that will require replacement of timber to some extent.  This is also true of some of the panelling and shutter boxing that would have been below the level of the window sills.  There are also isolated instances where high level woodwork has been effected by rot, most notably to the shutter liners of one of the bay windows where the rot has eaten entirely through to the interior surface.

The arched window frame shows evidence of dry rot in the right box sash, this window and frame should be disposed of by burning.  As this item is within one metre of the staircase careful inspection should be undertaken to ascertain if the dry rot has spread to the timber of the stairs.

There is evidence of other types of rot in some of the window timbers and generally I would suggest that these be disposed of as well.  It is almost impossible to kill rot, it is really only dormant and then only if the conditions in which it flourishes are removed, if those conditions return so will the rot, usually in enclosed areas so that it is fairly extensive before it is noticed.

There are at least two types (dates) of window opening in situ.  This is evidenced by the different designs of the internal reveals.  As mentioned earlier the window opening in the north wall of the long west room was found to have been altered when the plaster was removed, the brickwork having been widened to take the French doors.  The window openings and shutters in this room are at right angles to each other while there are other shutters that are positioned to create splayed internal reveals that have different mouldings.

There are three styles of internal fascias to the windows, all indicative of different periods of intervention in the house.  Two are 19th century (mentioned in the previous paragraph) and the third is mid/late 20th century.  This last does not exhibit the pink primer that is widespread on the late 19th century timber.

Some of the sash windows, while retaining the grooves for the sash cords, have never been used as designed; there are no nail holes where the sash cords would have been fitted and it appears that the windows have only ever been painted while in exactly the same position, there is a paint bridge from ‘box’ to window frame from the earliest paint layers.

Some of the first floor windows had rising shutters that only covered the bottom half of the windows.  These are accessed by lifting the hinged window sill, raising the counterbalanced shutters, closing the window sill and lowering the shutter to rest on the window sill.  These shutters are generally in good condition, as they are missing many of the later paint layers I assume that they have not been used for a very long time.

There are many areas where the internal paint is split and cracked; this is most likely to be the result of either variations in relative humidity or some form of twisting while in storage.

There is a collection of softwood wall mouldings that were installed in the ground floor rooms.

General

Nearly all the timber in painted to some extent, most of the earlier applications will contain lead.  The reworking of these elements will require the installation of health and safety procedures to safeguard all operatives.  All working of lead based paints should not be carried out dry as it is the dust that is dangerous.  This means that if any re-machining is to be carried out the paint will have to be stripped first, using either caustic stripper or methylene chloride based stripper.  Any sanding should be carried out wet, using either white spirits or linseed oil.

The fixings in the timber are nearly all square sectioned, tapered, ferrous nails. These will all have to be removed before any timber can be re-introduced.  Most of the nails have oxidised (rusted) and will have fused to some extent with the adjacent wood; it is certain that further damage will occur when these are removed and more elements will be found to be unusable once de-nailed.

Where the timber has been glued together the damp will have diluted and/or washed out the glue; these sections will have to be dismantled and re-assembled.

The moisture content of the timber should be ascertained to see if any alterations to the ambient environmental conditions are required to cushion the change in conditions upon re-installation; if the timber is drier it will expand, if it is wetter it will shrink with the resultant opening of joints and movement of the timber.

Conclusions

Given the placing of the house on the English Heritage ‘Buildings at Risk Register’ for ten years before 2002, and the acceptance by Camden council Officers in 2002 that there were elements that would require replacement, we should start from the viewpoint that the timber elements in some areas of the house would have required replacement before they were removed seven years ago.  The bad condition of further wooden details would only have become apparent upon opening up, and stripping of paint, as most of the rot is hidden on the enclosed surfaces and in the end grain of the timber.

The house has been altered a variety of times in its history and there may be timber details that are inappropriate to its present use, there are certainly some details that have been installed since the listing of the house in May 1974.  Some, if not all, of these details should not be re-installed.

Care should be taken when considering disposal of sections of timber to ensure that mouldings and profiles are not lost.  These sections should be kept until and relevant information has been recorded.

The hidden sections of the sash boxes are generally constructed of low quality timber and are of little architectural significance, being of generic construction.  Most of the hidden timber is of low quality and is of only an average joinery standard given its situation.  It will be difficult to re-install most of the sash boxes without significant alteration or replacement if the windows are to be upgraded to modern standards of insulation and security.

The internal surface timber is generally in re-usable condition, unless otherwise noted on the joinery catalogue, and should be considered for reintegration.  There are individual sections that appear to be in good condition but should probably not be put back because of the presence of dry rot in adjacent timbers.

The stored floorboards are either 20th century oak, or late 19th century softwood, the former probably made new for the house, the latter almost certainly not.  In all probability the oak boards are now too few to cover the floor that they were designed for.  The softwood boards are generally not in good enough condition to be put back in this type of house.

None of the rusting ferrous windows should be re-installed, they will degrade further.

Photographic Evidence

The windows shown in photo 365- MAIN HOUSE 15.12.01.29 are at present in store.  Careful assessment of these photographs should be undertaken to identify those elements for which permission exists for demolition and disposal. These large paned windows are likely to be late Victorian, as are those in the bay in 365-15.12.01.1

Photo ‘365 EH photos of original building’ 004, 005, 006 and 009 (365 ENGLISH HERITAGE PHOTOS f) clearly show the floors of the long room on the west side of the house and that of the Library as having a patterned parquet floor, using the furniture as a guide I would say that the photos were taken in May 1974 when the house was listed.

Photo 001 in the EH series I assume refers to the ground floor room in the south east corner of the house, it appears that the window in the bay on the east wall of this room was filled in for some time as it does not appear in the photo and this is the only room on the ground floor that has this particular type of glazing

David Luard

Luard Conservation Limited

17/04/2011

� In 1948 permission was granted to convert the house into 6 flats and a maisonette.


� At present unsubstantiated.


� Dormant is the relevant word as if the correct conditions re-occur the attack will restart.





Registered Office: Savoy House, Savoy Circus, London, W3 7DA

Registered in England, Company registration No. 4813370
1
2

