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Perched high up on Dartmoor, near Poundsgate, is another of Devon’s gems - Higher Uppacott, an extremely 
rare and in-tact example of the classic Dartmoor Longhouse that’s of national importance and under the 
protection of the Dartmoor National Park Authority.

We take a look at the form and purpose of 
the medieval longhouse type dwelling that’s 
been in use for centuries and can be seen 
across Dartmoor.  It's worth pointing out that 
the Dartmoor Longhouse is a variant of the 
Devon Longhouse.  The original construction 

of Higher Uppacott has been dated to the 
early 14th century, in the decades leading up 
to the Black Death.  A Dartmoor longhouse 
was built with the purpose of housing both 
humans and animals together under one roof.  
When I say together, the livestock would be 

tethered in the shippon end of the building 
and provision was made within the design 
for storage of fodder and also for evacuation 
of animal waste.   It’s hard for us today to 
truly understand how important animals 
were to sustain life, you needed to be able 

Higher Uppacott, 1950   CEnglish HeritageResident Jack Warren in the mid 20th century   CM.Warren
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to produce and preserve what you ate directly 
where you lived.  If any of your animals died, 
life would suddenly get much harder.  Being 
able to keep a watchful eye on your livestock 
and give them warm shelter in harsh weather 
was a major advantage.  Wolves still roamed 
England, as well as bands of villains, and the 
remoteness would compound the sense of 
isolation and vulnerability.   So the shippon 
(cattle shed) was incorporated into the design 
of the longhouse - what’s unique about Higher 
Uppacott is that the shippon still survives 
intact ( probably out of the 125 longhouses on 
Dartmoor, there are only a handful with the 
shippon still complete ).  If you take a look at 

the photo of the shippon ( overleaf ), you can 
see the original stone floor complete with 
central drain.  Animals were tethered to posts 
running along the inside of the wall in the 
shippon end.  The animal’s rear end would lie 
over the central drain and in the photos it’s 
evident why the house was built on a slope, 
giving natural drainage.  Directly above the 
shippon, horizontal beams are set with flooring 
running across that would enable the storage 
of fodder directly overhead, keeping it dry, but 
also convenient in terms of being able to push 
the fodder down into the feeding trough (see 
fig 1 further on).  Lighting was poor as the 
holes for ventilation were small to eliminate 

The roof over the Shippon, rebuilt in the 18th century

Thirza French, Higher Uppacott, 1930  CFrench
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heat loss.  Glass windows were totally out 
of the question, although you could stretch 
a pigs bladder over a frame in the aperture 
(providing you had a pig available).  In the 
photos you can see various holes in the wall 
at the shippon end providing the only source 
of illumination.
In the 14th century, chimneys weren’t really 
mainstream, you’ve probably seen chimneys 
in Norman castles, highly necessary as a 
result of having to channel smoke from fires 
on different levels, but much was invested 

in castle technology and cost was no object.  
An open hearth in the halls was normal 
practice in domestic dwellings of the time, 
being centrally placed on the ground with 
smoke expected to escape through the thatch.  
This is evidenced at Higher Uppacott by 
remaining and very rare smoke-blackened 
thatch visible inside the roof of the building.  
Currently, this building has an upstairs floor 
and bedroom, as well as a centrally located 
wall with chimney built in - this is all due to 
later modification.  Originally the building 

had no upper floors or chimney, and was 
fully open end to end.   You can imagine 
what a smoky environment it would have 
been and the risk from a spark taking light 
in the thatch (or fodder) would have been 
worrying.  Smoke would have helped with 
preservation of hams hanging from the roof 
beams and probably helped lower the levels 
of biting insects.  In terms of preserving and 
storing food, options were limited.  In the 
14th century salt would have been expensive, 
especially being so far from the sea.  Your 

The internal shippon - note the central drain which vents through the hole in the wall at the end.  All very practical and necessary in the winter 
months particularly if there was snow on the ground.  From study, it's accepted that the climate throughout 14th century Britain deteriorated, 

bringing bad harvests and starvation.  The Black Death had occurred by 1349.

Well sheltered from the prevailing windsOld lamps and bottles Horizontal beams support the-          -hayloft floor



other options were smoking, pickling or 
drying.  Some foods naturally produced 
gelatine which when cooked, could form 
a protective barrier, providing  a suitable 
container was on hand.

CONSTRUCTION
Housing for people dependent on the land 
and surviving with limited resources was 
very much determined by the availability 
of free or affordable local materials.   As 

a result, many longhouses across Devon 
were built using cob or, as in the case of 
Higher Uppacott, stone, which on Dartmoor 
would have been fairly abundant.   Where 
ground has been improved and cleared over 
generations, much of this granite has gone 
to make walling to contain livestock and 
to provide boundaries, so I should imagine 
sourcing enough for building wouldn’t have 
been difficult.  The walling stones at HU ( 
Higher Uppacott ) were bedded on ‘Growan’, 
this is decomposed granite that can be found 

by digging down into the ground.  You can 
also add lime putty into the growan but in 
this instance, only growan was used.

In terms of the roofing, the structure was 
generally cruck construction using curved 
timbers - these would have been cut from 
trees exhibiting natural curves.   The feet 
of the crucks would either be bedded on 
the ground or shorter types could be used 
as in HU, which were bedded part way up 
the wall.  The cruck frame forms an inward 

The moulded granite upper hall window (left) is an anomaly, probably salvaged Lower end of shippon

It' looks wonky to say the least, but there's purpose behind the position, the slope to provide drainage for the integral shippon at 
the lower end.  The longhouse situation is well sheltered, set on the lee side of the hill to escape the prevailing westerly winds.

Horizontal beams support the-          -hayloft floor



Fodder pushed down into stiles

Fodder stored on hay loft floor

Central drain

Fig 1.

Cross section 
through shippon

The shippon had a new 
roof in the 18th century

Above - you can see the stones set into the floor that have a 
hole to support the vertical post to which the livestock would 
be tethered.

Above right - it's reckoned that the roof structure was replaced 
in 18th century.  It's interesting to note that there's no jointing 
of the tie beams, they all appear nailed.   It's quite a crude 
structure with very little work done on the basic timbers in 
terms of reducing them from trees/branches.

Right - Fig 1. schematic showing how livestock would be 
tethered to posts and fodder fed down from the above 

storage down into the trough, again all very practical and 
labour saving.  One consideration to bear in mind was 

that cattle were much smaller in the 14th century.  Quite 
luxurious for livestock really, much better than been left out 

on the moor.  The stone floor may have had bedding laid 
on it, perhaps straw, rushes, bracken?

There would probably have been a 
low level wooden screen separating the

human residents from the animals 
along the line of the cross-passage 
through the middle of the building 

running side to side.

Early 14th century
raised cruck truss

Stone floor Feeding trough



curving ‘A’ shape which is secured 
from deformation with tie collars 
running horizontally.  The frame 
would have been hewn from 

‘green’ oak/chestnut, that is from 
trees freshly cut down and not 
allowed to become seasoned, this 
ensured that working the wood 

was relatively easy.  Joints were 
pegged with tree nails (wooden 
pegs) as iron nails were extremely 
expensive and would have to be 
hand-made by the blacksmith. 
Incidentally, the term ‘cruck' is 
derived from Middle English crok, 
and Old Norse krāka, meaning 

“hook” ( also the origin of crooked ).

A cheap and abundantly available 
roofing material was thatch, 
although not being as durable 
as slate ( and nowhere near as 
expensive ), it could be grown 
locally and harvested for use.  
The earliest thatch found at HC 
is Rye which is smoke-blackened.

THE FUTURE
The Dartmoor National Park 
Authority are now carrying out 
restoration work which includes 
HLF funding at HU and currently 
it’s open by arrangement for 
guided tours.   In future, once 
restoration is complete, they will 
be more widely open to the public.  

If you wish to arrange a visit for 
a group, please contact DNPA or 
go to their website for Open Days.

Many thanks to Keith McKay and 
Mike Nendick at the Dartmoor 
National Park Authority for 
allowing DEVONSHIRE magazine 
access to this fascinating building 
and also for their help in compiling 
this article.

Shippon end where you can see the really small ventilation and light holes, you can't really call them windows as such

A 16th century addition, the separating wall, chimney, fireplace and 
ceiling/floor.  Notice the beams, displaying adze marks, no sign of 
being processed in a sawpit.  Concrete flooring removed, ready for 

traditional floor surface.  Open door gives view from hall into the shippon 
- people at the upper end, animals in the lower end, all under one roof.
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Fodder pushed down into stiles

Fodder stored on hay loft floor

Central drain

Fig 1.

Early 14th century
raised cruck truss

Stone floor Feeding trough

Cross section through shippon at 
the lower end of the longhouse
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