Burn marks and other interesting timber features
at Cowleigh Park Farm.

Cowleigh Park Farm, Malvern Worcestershire. Thaimber framegbart of thehouse is
believed to date back to the eaycentury.
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An interesting discovery

Soon after moving into Cowleigh Park Farm | noticed a teardrop shaped burnanerifon

the timbers at the top of the stairs. | put this down to the location vdaedleamudtave

been situated to provide light on the landimgry time | went up the stairs after notitig} |
pondered on why thereere no screw or nail holaghe wall below where the candle hlaer

small spike also known as a pricket) woaitd been fitted, and why the candle would have

been so low den on the wald and indeed how careless to have placed a candle so close to the
wall in the first placespecially considering how frightened people were of their houses burning
down! | then spotted anothemmilarmark, this time on tHarge oaknantpiece. Now this
reallywas silly place to put a candliérstly the fire would have cast a lot of laghtway so a

candle was not necessagcondly thieat from thdire would have melted the candle, and

finally there was no way a candle coule besn suspended hees thepricketwould haveo

have beefloatingin the opening below tmeantelpiede

This got me thinking and lookid@ndeventuallyinding out aboutaperburn marks

What are Taper Burn Marks

ThefolkloristGeorge Ewart Evans writing absabrchednarks on the wood of his home

conjectured that these were merely caused by someone with a rod tedtpokinvas hot

enough before plunging into a pint of ale to make a mulledTdientact that these marks

appear all over the place and often well away from a fireplace, and are always shaped liked tear
drops suggests they were formed in another welyite&ture specialists John Dean and Nick

Hill attempted to form marks similar to those found in meda®ya&larly modern period

homesusing rushlights dipped in sheep fat and tallow candles with hempen wicks. These created
linear burns or amorphous scorches and were liable to cause significant fires rather than discreet,
containednarks.Theydemonstrated that only usegery deliberate technique ivpsssible

to create the characteristic t&@peHolding acandle or taper at a’4fhgle so that the hottest

part of the flame lightly touched the timddéowedthe burnto graduallgatinto the woodwork.

After 5 or 10 minutes the flamadcreaeda burn a few millimetres deep at the base with a

tapering abov@hecharredvoodthatformed inhibited further burnirmyt after scrapinthis

out with a knife burning could bEactivatedlames Wright (below) has found evidence of this
scraping and conclutihat burn marks required time and patience to form. Thegexiialy

not formed by accident.



James Wrightrepeatibgge an & Hi |l | s experiment to form bl

So why were they formed?

When Cowleigh Park Farm was built 400 years ago people held many superstitidapdreliefs.
burn marks bel ong to a gr oupapocdt rnoemkakoicndggs f ou
marks thasupposedly have the power to asreittinfluences or bad luck. For those interested,

o@ot r ocpnees fron the Greedpotropai@verting evil, that should be averted, ill

omenejl

Burnmarks are often found on the outside walls of houses, door posts and espanilly
chimney$ all possible places where evil spirits might enter the home 1Difrtaks so far
foundin the main housat Cowleigh Park Farm, the majojhave beefound on the
mantlepiecé presumably to ward offitchesntert on coming down the chimnésge Figures
19 7). With the exception of one mark in the aftihe main houseall remaining marks are all
on the outer walls of the house on substantial tidpgsswhere you would place them if you
were trying to ward off evil spirg1 additiona#t marks have been found upstairs in the
Farmhous€ottagethat was buikeveal hundred yealster.

Another possible function of burn marks was to cauterise the house agdimdtdidthere
are records of houses being built with charred wood from trees that had been struck by lightning
(presumably due to thastakerbelieft hat | i ghtening doesndot strik

For those interested burn marksthis subject is covered in detail by Matt Champion on his
blog:http://me dievalgraffiti.blogspot.com/2017/10/tapdaurnmarksfightingfire-with-
fire.ntmland also by James Wrighhéps://triskeleheritage.triskelepublishing.com/mediaeval
mythbustinegblog-8-burnmarks/

See also the historic Englaite https://historicengland.org.uk/whats
new/features/discoveringitchesmarks/typesof-marks/

Newvisitorsto Cowleigh Park Farareunlikely to noticeurn mark® more often thamot
they wil focusing omavigating the steep stairs or tryingelancen the uneven floors or
possiblyavoid banging their heads on the low ceiling bBammtee marksre here if you look
carefully, especially with the aid of a good Tigkepurpose of this leaflet istielpvisitors
interested ifinding ancexaminingome othesanterestinggymbols more closefy few other
interesting carpenters maaksl other features are also included.


http://medieval-graffiti.blogspot.com/2017/10/taper-burn-marks-fighting-fire-with-fire.html
http://medieval-graffiti.blogspot.com/2017/10/taper-burn-marks-fighting-fire-with-fire.html
https://triskeleheritage.triskelepublishing.com/mediaeval-mythbusting-blog-8-burn-marks/
https://triskeleheritage.triskelepublishing.com/mediaeval-mythbusting-blog-8-burn-marks/
https://historicengland.org.uk/whats-new/features/discovering-witches-marks/types-of-marks/
https://historicengland.org.uk/whats-new/features/discovering-witches-marks/types-of-marks/

Figurel. Fireplacen main housshowing location of burn mark3lose up imagéslow
showing marks from left to right.
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Figured. Burn mark above fireplace




Figure5. Burn mark above fireplace
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Figure6. Burn mark above fireplace
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Figure7. Burn mark above fireplace (far right)
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Figure8. Burn mark at top of stairs (first flaor)
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Figure9. Burn mark in officanain house second floar
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FigurelQ. Burn mark ¥ attic stairsmain house.

14

ZE HONI




Figurell Burn mark in attjiomain house.
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Figure 12. Burn mark, cross beam in first floor bathnmam house.
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Figure B. Burnmarkin front bedroom Farmhouse Cottagdotice the vertical striations in the
mark indicating where the buwood has been scratched out.
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Figure 4. Burn markn small bedroogi~armhouse Cottage.
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Figure 5. Burn markén bedroomnext to theébath Farmhouse Cottageéhese are the most
rudimentary of the marks in the house and show no evidence of scraping to emarge the
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Figure 6. Two-mantimber tongs. 54 inches long (see below)
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Figure Z. Slot possibly for timbéongs(see Fig 16).dnding first flogmain house.
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Figure 8. Slot possibly for timber tongsecond floor officenain house.
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Figure 9. Slot possibly for timber tongsggestingause of timbesince the piece of wood was
23

quite light Understairs cupboard, second flow@in houséone of two identical slots)



Figure2Q Slots- possibly for timber tongs, suggesting lifting from both left and right faces. By
top of spiral stairsnain house.
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Figure2l. Evidence of multiple repurposihg@ige post itback bedroom first floomain house.
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Figure 2. Hinge post in main beam by firepJan@n houseGiven its location, aybethis was
used to hang game on?
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Figure 3. Chamfer mark, back bedroom first flenain house an indication of quality in the
construction of the property.
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Figure 2. Oakpegs Roof of main hous&hese pegs aread to holdnortise and tenojoints
togethe® as thesparticular oneare in the apex of tmeof they have not been trimmed at all
and show how long the original pergse Note also hovsomeof the tenon is exposed due to
movement of the wood over the yeArsinteresting facs ithat whemakingmortise and
tenonsfor a timber framed housiee peg holes are deliberately slightly ofbseten you put
the two joints together the holes are not quite aligndt figure below the holes in the tenon
wouldhave beemade slighglfurther to the right relative to the holes in the mowiken the
flexiblegreen peg is hammeretbithe mortse thetaperedend meets the hole in the tends

the holes are not quite aligned the peg bends shghtyd through the tenon hole and back
into the mortiséelpingpull the tenon tightly into the mortiseimple but clever!
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Figure B. Oak peg atticof main house. As these are at a lower level these have been rather
crudely cut with a chiselgimilar tool, the cut marks canchearlyseenYou can imagine the

carpenter standing here about 400 years ago with his hammer and chisel and chopping away at
these pegs. As they would have been largely out of sight in the dark attic little effort was made to
tidy up the end of the peg after cuttirghdrt.Note also the carpenters mark on each piece.
Thesewereusédor mat ching up unique joints during
found on one face of the timber andaveaygound close to a joint. Marks would have been

made on site dygcal craftsmen while the timbeysdia the groungdsincethe house was

assembled in piecadit like lkea furniter.
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Figure B. Unusual combineding posttrusseguppernwo beamsandQueenposttrusses

(lowerthree beamsn theatticof themain house showimgatlycut carpenters marks (I and I1)

as well athetop hinge post for a door (no longer thatdough the lower hinge post is still
present). Note also the blacksmith made reinforcing iron wonkathptobablgddeddter

(since it is resting on the upper hinge post which would not have allowed room for the hinge to
operate)
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Figure 8. Neatly made carpenters marks, Farmhouse Cattagdae(s I, 11, I, 1V, X, Xl and
XIl are also visible other parts of the hogs
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Figure 9. Large and rather crudely maaglecp e n t e(FVso0d moartise akdstenon joints
main house
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