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INTRODUCTION 

No. 3 Blake Street is a large group of buildings with a complex structural history, lying 

towards the fringe of the medieval town of Bridgwater (Fig. 1). The main building was 

initially a substantial private residence, but since the 1870s has housed a series of 

educational establishments. The earliest elements of the complex have been regarded 

as dating to the 17th century, with most of the fabric of later date (Listed Building 

description, Appendix 1 below); the more thoroughgoing examination described below 

shows that in fact elements of a grand Elizabethan mansion survive embedded within 

the later house. 

The present report, commissioned by Mr Saleem Arif on behalf of the Axeus 

Group of London for submission to Sedgemoor District Council, presents an assessment 

of the architectural history of the buildings, based on detailed examination of its fabric 

and consideration of the documentary and cartographic background. It should be 

emphasized that at the time of our visits most of the internal wall surfaces, all the floors, 

and other parts of the fabric, were concealed behind modern finishes. Proposed changes 

to the structures will inevitably expose much new evidence; it is therefore vital that 

historic building recording should be carried out as repairs proceed, leading to a much 

fuller understanding of this complex and important group of buildings. 

MAPS AND PICTORIAL EVIDENCE 

A useful sequence survives: 

1 The earliest Bridgwater map, dating to c. 1720–30, shows the site as if vacant (Fig. 

2). No significance can be attached to this: it is obvious from examination of the 

fabric that a building was standing here by that time, and other parts of the town 

which certainly were occupied are shown as if empty. 

2. The property is shown as Nos 314–15 on the town plan of c. 1835 (Fig. 3).1This 

also indicates that Dampiet Street frontage was then largely built up.  

3. There is no useful Tithe Map. 

 
1 The map has in the past been dated to c. 1806, but more recent work indicates a later date (Cattermole, 

pers. comm.).  



2 

4. The 1:500 Ordnance Survey map of 1886 shows the site with its customary 

precision, naming the main part of the property as Lonsdale House (Fig. 4). 

Neither the Sedgemoor Centre nor the new educational wing on Blake Street are 

shown, but the footprint of the other buildings was the same as it is today.  

5. By 1904 the Sedgemoor Centre had been added but not the school building on 

Blake Street (Fig. 5).  

6. Later mapping is shown in Figs 6–8. 

7. The most useful early views noted by us are photographs of the end of the 19th 

or early 20th century showing the Blake Street frontage. The first (Fig. 9), a 

record preceding the changes of 1899, shows part of it still standing four storeys 

high. The other two (Figs 10–11) show its form after the changes.  

HISTORY 

Blake Street is in origin one of the lanes of medieval Bridgwater, its former name of 

Mill Street reflecting its function in serving the mill at its lower end. Known in the later 

Middle Ages and in the mid-16th century as Little Mill, and by the 17th century as 

Town Mill or Bridgwater Mill, this was first documented in 1361 but may be the manor 

mill mentioned in Domesday Book (Dilks 1933, 135, No. 194; 1945, 39, No. 566; 

Gathercole 2001).  

Although some parts of the town (principally borough property) are rich in 

documentation, the early history of this neighbourhood is poorly recorded; it was 

evidently an area containing some substantial properties (the Blake Museum and 

Lonsdale House among them) but detailed searches carried out by local historians have 

found little relating to Blake Street or Dampiet Street, and the ownership and occupants 

of this site are unknown.2 In view of the long-standing interest in Admiral Blake, whose 

home has been claimed since the early 19th century to be the adjacent property, now 

the Blake Museum, it is unlikely that much specific documentation relating to the area 

remains unexplored. There is, however, one exception. A document dated 1413 records 

the conveyance of two-thirds of a burgage plot in Dameyate (now Dampiet) Street.3 The 

 
2 We are grateful for the personal communications of Peter Cattermole, David Sebborn, Chris Sidaway 

and Jessica Vale, all in  2008. 

3 We are grateful to Dr Cattermole for drawing our attention to this document. 
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eastern boundary of the plot is described as ‘the common way leading to Little Mill’ 

(Dilks 1945, 39, No. 566; cf. Dunning & Tremlett 1971, 78, No. 1055). This plot 

appears to have lain between Dampiet Street to the west, Mill Street to the east and 

properties to north and south.4 It shows that in the early 15th century this area lay within 

the built-up area of Bridgwater and contained one large property owned by a wealthy 

burgess.  

Although we have found no documentation relating to the following four 

centuries, the records of the last 140 years are full and informative. The property 

continued to function as a substantial private house into the 1870s. According to the 

Census Return of 1871, William H. Axford, physician, surgeon, General Practitioner 

and Magistrate, then lived in Lonsdale House with five other members of his household 

(Appendix 2). The Axfords had run a highly successful ironmongers’ business in late 

Georgian Bridgwater; for example ‘Axford ironmonger’ appears among the list of 

Bridgwater traders in the Bailey’s British Directory of 1784, and ‘Richard Axford, 

ironmonger’ in the Universal British Directory of c. 1794. The Commercial Directory 

of Pigot & Co. records them as ironmongers, brickmakers and general merchants in 

1822–3 (Pigot & Co. 1822–3, 402–3). One of the family, Frederick, had been Mayor of 

Bridgwater in 1829; in the 1850s Axford & Sons  

(Frederick Paul Axford & John) were the leading merchants in Bridgwater docks (< 

Bridgwater port transactions >). By the late 1840s one of the family was listed as a 

member of the gentry and clergy, another lived in one of the fine town houses of Kings 

Square, and they seem to have ceased to run their ironmongers’ business (Hunt & Co. 

1848). 

Within a few years of 1871, the property had become a school. The Bridgwater 

Directory for 1874–5 records a ‘gentlemen's school’ at Lonsdale House, run by one 

James Russell. According to the on-line Welsh National Biography, his partner in this 

enterprise was a Welsh non-Conformist minister named Thomas Nicholas (1816–79); 

legal letters and papers dating to 1876–7 document the latter’s involvement, recording 

the establishment’s name as the Lonsdale House School (< 

The National Library of Wales: Dictionary of Welsh Biography>). According to the  

 
4 We are grateful to Mr A.C. Collings for advice on this point.  

http://www.nickgould.com/miscellany/pathfinder/pathfinder-data1.htm
http://yba.llgc.org.uk/en/s-NICH-THO-1816.html


4 

Census return of 1881, the then occupier was William Porritt, Schoolmaster & Science 

Lecturer (Appendix 2). It was regarded as one of the town's more successful private 

schools of the later 19th century, known for at least part of its life as the Collegiate 

School. It moved to Green Dragon Lane before 1897 (? by 1891 – see below) and 

remained in the town until its move to Malmesbury (Wilts.) in 1946 (Dunning 1992, 

238–41). This proved to be the first of a sequence of Bridgwater’s educational 

establishments occupying Lonsdale House, spanning almost a century.  

The town’s second art school had been established in Queen Street in 1888. In 

1891 this moved to Lonsdale House, where the Art & Technical School was formally 

established. By the following year it had a staff of Art Master, Assistant Art Master, 

Science Master and two secretaries, and continuation night schools were also held there 

(Whitby 1892; Dunning 1992, 238–41). By 1910 the staff had grown to eleven, but they 

were reduced to seven by the end of World War I (Whitby 1910; 1918).  

By 1931 the school had been renamed the Bridgwater Art and Technical  

Institute. There were then nineteen members of staff; alongside art, taught by the 

Headmaster, they offered courses in building construction, book-keeping, shorthand, 

dressmaking, needlework, woodcarving, plumbing, chemistry and physics (Whitby 

1931). In 1958 the Institute was reformed as the Bridgwater Technical College, which 

expanded to premises in Mount Street and Queen Street, and in 1959 to new buildings 

in Broadway (Dunning 1992, 238–41).  

In 1944 a county secondary technical school was also established in Lonsdale 

House for the education of boys aged 13 and over (ibid.). In that year there were 24 

boys on roll, rising to 124 in 1959. The school, regarded as part of the Technical 

College, closed in 1964 (ibid.; Kelly’s Directory 1964, 1965) but the college remained 

here until it became part of Bridgwater College (1973– c. 1982).  In the 1970s the main 

second-floor room of Lonsdale House continued to operate as the Art Room, with the 

Common Room below it, whilst Sociology and Economics were taught in the restricted 

setting of the basement (inf. ex former pupil).  

After the removal of the college, both Lonsdale House and the Sedgemoor  

Centre became offices of the Probation Service (c. 1982–2003), remaining in Somerset 

County Council ownership beyond the latter date.  
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STRUCTURAL HISTORY  

PHASE 1: THE ELIZABETHAN MANSION 

The earliest fabric evident in the property consists of a series of fragments of a large 

and solidly built stone structure which we interpret as an Elizabethan mansion. The 

fabric is visible in four main areas: 

1. The most easily intelligible element is one end of a tall second-floor room (Figs 

15, 21). At its NW5 corner is a very fine two-light mullioned and transomed window 

with ovolo-moulded Ham Hill stone dressings. The window formerly overlooked Blake 

Street but is now blocked by a late 17th- or early 18th-century chimney (Fig. 21a). A 

pair to this window in the SW corner of the same gable has also been blocked, and was 

later partially destroyed by the creation of a doorway, but recent opening-up preceding 

our visits has exposed the external sill, also of Ham Hill stone, with a small portion of 

the outer jamb and irregularities in the blocking indicating the position of the central 

mullion (Fig. 21b). An area of good-quality coursed blue Lias facework is visible below 

this second window; it had evidently weathered appreciably before it became enclosed 

within a later room on the Blake Street frontage. Presuming an internal splay like the 

W window, this too would occupy the corner of the room, forming a symmetrical 

arrangement. The two windows would then flank a central fireplace which is likely to 

have been of impressive proportions; this has not been opened up, but the external angle 

of the projecting stack can be seen in the adjacent room to the W.  

The massive baulk of this gable wall of the Elizabethan house will be seen in 

the plans of the ground and first floors (Figs 18, 19). In the ground-floor passageway 

below its SW corner a projecting plinth is visible, confirming that this is an external 

wall. With an external dimension of c. 8m, this gable wall defines the probable width 

of the main range of the Elizabethan house. The full height of the range is unknown, 

but it evidently exceeded that visible today: the surviving window protrudes into the 

present roof-line (Fig. 21a). There was also a third storey in the roof, which was 

recorded in section in 1898 (Fig. 27, bottom right); This we interpret as an attic storey. 

Access to this floor was gained from a doorway, now blocked, in the room at the top of 

the stairs (described below). The attic storey was presumably lit by dormer windows 

 
5 The building descriptions are written as if the Blake Street frontage faced true west, the north side 

then being the long elevation overlooking the car park, formerly the playground. 
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projecting from the roof, in which case the walls may have been finished with a parapet; 

or by gables or ‘chickets’ continuous with the wall plane and rising above the eaves. 

2. A large staircase, oddly positioned in relation to the rooms of the present house 

and enclosed by thick masonry forming a square tower, stands behind the rooms on the 

Blake Street frontage. Its most obvious feature is its fine panelling of c. 1700, and at 

first sight this might be thought to be the date of the staircase itself (EH  

Listed Building description and recent interpretations to the writers, pers. comm.). More 

detailed examination, however, shows that this is not the case. 

The stair tower rises to the full height of the present house; in the loft space it is 

clear that its top has been truncated. In its initial form it evidently projected from one 

corner of the early building, since a chamfered plinth runs around its W and S sides at 

ground-floor level, where it is now enclosed by a later room. Much of the N side must 

also have been an external wall, since an area of its outer face, exposed by small-scale 

opening-up at second-floor level, retains weathered rough-cast limemortar render 

(‘harling’), intended for external use (Fig. 21b, right). 

The possibility of an earlier date for the staircase is first raised by its thick walls 

of blue Lias like those of the Elizabethan features described above, and the continuation 

of the ground-floor plinth from the elevation of the Elizabethan gable described above. 

Moreover, at second-floor level a doorway leads from this stair into a room overlooking 

the courtyard (Fig. 22a). Its form – a moulded oak frame with a low four-centred arch 

– is typical of the 16th century, and it appears to be in situ, indicating that the stair tower 

served a room at this height. Evidence that the stair is older than the panelling of c. 1700 

is visible within the staircase on the first floor, where the panelling covers the position 

of an earlier doorway, evidently abandoned by c. 1700. Consideration of the positions 

of the landings in the staircase provides further evidence that the stairs precede the 

panelling; they do not correspond with all the existing openings. A 16th-century date is 

appropriate for the tall plain central newel rising to the attic space (where it displays a 

distinctive stepped joint), and for the plain chamfered plinth. It is probable that many 

of the 16th-century stair treads survive; in some areas early treads can be seen below 

later boards.  

3. Further grey Lias masonry can be seen in the cellar, where it clearly precedes 

several phases of later fabric in brick. The plan of this early fabric may be seen in Fig. 
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17; it may be noted that one wall underlies the gable described above, and is likely to 

be contemporary with it or earlier than it. The beams of the cellar ceiling, with broad 

chamfers and scroll stops, are also of 16th- or early 17th-century type. They are about 

the right length for their present positions but it is unlikely that moulded timbers would 

have been employed in a cellar and it is possible that they have been reused here when 

the house was remodelled, perhaps c. 1700. The eastern part of the cellar does not 

appear to incorporate Lias masonry and is probably later; this may show either that the 

Elizabethan house did not extend in this direction, or that this part of the early house 

was not cellared. 

4. Other remains relating to the early house are more fragmentary. The blocked 

doorway leading S from the staircase must have given access to a range parallel to 

Blake Street although, as the plinth at the base of the tower continued beneath this, the 

form of this range is uncertain. The doorways to the east of the stairs on each storey of 

the tower must also have connected with rooms in this range, and the continuation of 

the stairs into  the roof-space show that it may have risen to a fourth storey. The east 

wall of the range overlooks the courtyard; it has been largely rebuilt in brick, but lengths 

of good-quality coursed Lias blocks attributable to the 16th-century building survive 

below the sill level of the ground-floor windows in the courtyard and to a higher level 

within the lavatories at its south end, where they reach a maximum height of c. 1.6m. 

It should be noted that this masonry aligns with the cross-wall of the cellar (Fig. 17). 

More remarkably, a narrow band of comparable stonework, probably surviving because 

it formed one corner of the gable end of the range, stands at the south end of the 

courtyard elevation (Fig. 15), returning west to survive as a remnant of a gable on the 

line of the party wall between No. 3 and the Blake Museum  though overlain by courses 

of 19th-century brick (Fig. 16). A further tall strip of comparable grey Lias masonry 

rises in the high gable; the remainder of the gable has been replaced in much later, 18th- 

and late 19th-century, brickwork (Fig. 16). 

Summary of evidence for the Elizabethan house 

In summary, fragments survive from an L-shaped building set in a spacious plot. Its 

grander wing, consisting of two lofty storeys over a basement, with smaller rooms in 

the roofspace, lay parallel to Dampiet Street; it originally stood higher than the present 
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elevations of the house. At right-angles to it, parallel to Blake Street but set back from 

the frontage, was a four-storey range whose floors were on different levels from those 

to the north. This had lower ceilings, and its rooms were presumably less prestigious 

than those to the north – probably lodgings. At the junction of the two was a grand 

newel staircase. This served the chambers and attics in the principal range, and the 

rooms of the lesser range; its unusual position may be explained by the concentration 

of the storeyed elements in the western part of the house. The 1898 drawing suggests 

that the tower once rose above the roofs; it is likely to have terminated with a prospect 

room or platform. The boundary wall with the Blake Museum incorporates further 

stretches of masonry of this style, including a large fragment incorporated in the later 

kitchen. These may be the remains of a lesser range parallel to the main one; they rise 

too high simply to have been a boundary wall. Finally, along the Blake Street frontage 

ran a garden wall of lower-quality stonework; this became incorporated into the later 

house fronts.  

A reconstructed ground-plan of the house, compiled by combining evidence 

surviving at different heights within it, is shown in Fig. 22b. A sketch reconstruction 

drawing is given at Fig. 34, top. These drawings offer a possible reconstruction of the 

northern range with a symmetrical front, but this is far from certain and an asymmetrical 

layout is also possible. There may have been a central porch bay, for which evidence 

remains in the northward projection of the cellar below the later entrance. The porch 

may have opened into a screens passage separating a large hall, to the east of the 

passage, from chambers to the west. It is obvious that the scale of the surviving 

fragments indicates that a substantial part of the house –presumably including the hall 

– is lost. A tentative suggestion may be offered regarding its likely position. The 

presence of a tall, open hall rising through two storeys might explain the absence of an 

early cellar in the eastern part of the house, and also the positioning of the stair tower 

to the west. It is likely that the attics would have continued over the ceiling of the hall, 

preserving the symmetry of the main front. Alternatively this part of the house may 

have also been fully storeyed, perhaps even with a second stair to the rear. The service 

rooms and kitchens may have lain in the eastern part of the site across a small service 

court approached though the screens passage, in the area of the present kitchen.  

Unfortunately the overall layout of the house must at this stage remain 

conjectural. It is highly probable that more of the building has been lost than we 
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appreciate: for example the house may have been U-shaped, with three main ranges, or 

it may have had a full courtyard plan. 

Survival  

Considering that the Phase 1 house was a substantial stone building, it might be 

expected that much of it would survive subsequent changes. More may be left than is 

visible at present, but it seems likely that only a small part of the original fabric survives, 

perhaps because the house had suffered a calamity. This disaster might have been a fire 

(although woodwork survives in the stair tower and cellars), or perhaps destruction 

through war. A likely context would be the Civil War siege of July 1645, when 

prominent buildings such as this would have been very vulnerable to damage from 

artillery and from subsequent pillage and slighting.  

DISCUSSION OF THE ELIZABETHAN HOUSE 

Although only fragments of the Elizabethan house survive, these preserve sufficient 

evidence to indicate that their scale and architectural features do not conform to the 

general tradition of urban architecture in South-West England, and instead have closer 

affinities to rural houses of the gentry. To our knowledge only one instance of a grand 

house of this sort has been recorded previously in Bridgwater: the lodgings of the castle, 

known from early engravings and swept away in the early 19th century (Fig. 21c), 

which included a range containing tall rooms lit by impressive mullioned and transomed 

windows, some projecting into bays. These windows were probably comparable in 

scale to the surviving windows now buried in the interior of the Blake Street house. 

Examples of gentry houses set in their own grounds within the enclosure of a town are, 

however, known in larger towns of South-West England, notably in Bristol and Exeter; 

they include, for example, Bampfylde House and Bedford House in the latter town, the 

homes respectively of the Poltimore family and the Earls of Bedford.  

The great size of the upper-floor windows, the large projecting stack rising 

between them, and the manner in which the stair rises above the body of the house, are 

architectural features which must have formed parts of a striking composition. They 

invite comparison with a series of Elizabethan houses in the Bristol area which have 

been the subject of recent consideration by Dr Kirsty Rodwell (Rodwell 2007). The 

principal members of her group are Knole Park and Over Court, both in  
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Almondsbury, Stoke Park at Stoke Gifford, and Hanham Court, Siston Court, and  

King’s Weston House. Some of them are extant; others are known from early 

engravings. None of them is precisely dated but they appear to have been built in the 

period c. 1580–1610. These houses were all laid out to an L- or U-shaped plan. They 

had multi-gabled elevations with large windows, regularly but not symmetrically 

arranged, articulated by projecting chimney stacks. A characteristic of the group was 

the use of single or paired stair towers, rising clear of the general roof-line to provide a 

prospect from a room at the top. Such towers were placed in various positions, some 

flanking the principal entrance (at King’s Weston House), others set at the inner angles 

of the courtyard. Not only the form but the building materials of these Bristol area 

houses display features of local rather than national architecture, being built of thin 

rubble set in loam, with mortar confined to exposed or load-bearing areas. As at Blake 

Street, the elevations were roughcast to conceal rubble walls, rather than employing 

costly dressed stonework. 

PHASE 2: THE LATE 17TH- AND EARLY 18TH-CENTURY HOUSE 

Only a little of the next phase of the house is visible at present, but the scattered 

fragments indicate that much more fabric of this period must lie concealed behind later 

finishes. The most important survival is the fine panelling installed within the 

Elizabethan staircase, which incorporates an unusual and elegant stair-arch with 

moulded pilasters, and a jib-door with H-hinges.6 The presence of doorways to adjacent 

rooms, visible at intervals within the stairwell, is highly instructive, showing that it gave 

access to first-, second- and third-floor rooms contained within a new block of rooms 

added against the gable of the Elizabethan house on the Blake Street frontage, as well 

as to the older Elizabethan range to the north. The floors of the two ranges were at 

different heights, reflecting both the sloping ground and the different room heights of 

the Elizabethan house. Narrow stairs were therefore contrived within the wall thickness; 

these were subsequently blocked and some have been converted into cupboards.  

The evidence of the staircase, showing that four storeys of rooms already stood 

on the Blake Street frontage as early as c. 1700, is instructive in interpreting the Blake 

 
6 Dr Cattermole has drawn our attention to the presence of further examples of this style of hinge, with 

protruding bulbs on each long arm, in other Bridgwater houses of the late 17th and early 18th centuries.  
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Street elevation (Fig. 12). Above the Elizabethan garden wall, a small area of buff-

coloured bricks at ground-floor level is possibly attributable to this period, though this 

may perhaps simply be a plinth extending around the building from the base of the 

northern facade.7 The present front above ground-floor level may represent the refacing 

or replacement of older fabric. The present frontage contains regularly-spaced sash 

windows; although the existing windows are likely to be later replacements, it is 

probable that similar windows, or tall mullion and cross windows of late 17th- or early 

18th-century character may have existed previously. A clear break between the northern 

part of this façade, surmounted by a 19th-century gable, and the southern part, reveals 

that the two bays to the south, which conceal the Elizabethan stair tower and wrap 

around its southern side, are a later addition. This range was probably added in the 18th 

century. 

On the main north elevation the only survival from the late 17th- or early 18th 

century is an area of red bricks at the corner of the main range, at first-floor level. The 

remainder of the façade may have been removed as a result of subsequent changes to 

the fenestration (Fig. 13). Much of the corresponding wall on the south side of the main 

rooms, however, may be of this date: at first-floor level it can be seen that the early 

19th-century additions surrounding the stairs abut the north side of the earlier house; a 

small exposed area of this earlier work is brick, indicating late 17th- or 18thcentury 

work. A sketch reconstruction of the house as rebuilt in c.1700 is presented at Fig. 34, 

bottom. 

PHASE 3: THE LATE 18TH- AND EARLY 19TH-CENTURY HOUSE 

The two-bay southern section of the Blake Street frontage, concealing and wrapping 

around the Elizabethan stair tower, may have been added in the 18th century, creating 

a four-bay façade towards Blake Street. The rooms in this part of the building were 

approached from the adjacent rooms by new doorways, and from the stair tower by 

steep flights of stairs broken through its western wall, probably in the positions of earlier 

windows. The façade of the new building (Fig. 12, right) employs tall sash windows 

 
7 Such buff bricks are used in Castle Street, Bridgwater and other well-dated early 18th-century 

contexts; Dr Cattermole informs us that examples are known from the 1670s/80s.  
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and is constructed of red brick laid in Flemish bond, the level of the floor of each storey 

being marked by rows of stretchers. This style of laying bricks is also employed in the 

eastern extension to Lonsdale House, which is interpreted as being of early 19th-century 

date. The technique may be characteristic of late 18th- and early 19th-century 

brickwork. A sketch reconstruction of the house as enlarged in the 18th century is 

presented at Fig. 35, top. 

In the early 19th century major building works were undertaken at Lonsdale 

House; the extent to which they replaced or extended components of the earlier house 

is unknown. The largest new feature was the two-storey extension into the garden at the 

E end of the house. Its north wall has large three-part sash windows on both ground and 

first floors. The early 19th-century date of this extension (rather than the later date 

suggested in the Listing) is indicated by the form of the fireplaces and other features of 

that date within the rooms. A fireplace of the same style is also to be seen in the room 

to the south, which was evidently added at the same time, though perhaps remodelling 

part of an earlier 18th-century range.  

These extensions at the back of the house necessitated new stairs, which were 

accommodated in a new gallery tacked onto the south side of the older house. The 

addition is a light timber-framed structure with a large round-headed window (now with 

pretty 19th-century coloured glass); its exterior is covered in corrugated sheeting. 

Access between the new stairs and the main rooms of Lonsdale House was provided by 

breaking through the earlier south wall, creating large new openings on the first and 

second floors. The first-floor opening took the form of an oval headed arch with a 

moulded surround. The stair rising from the ground floor through this arch would then 

have faced the entrance porch in the north front. This stair is recorded in early plans of 

the building but was destroyed during late 19th-century alterations.  

The stairs, though reconfigured as a result of late 19th-century alterations, 

nevertheless incorporate typical early 19th-century features such as plain moulded 

newels, stick balusters and swan-neck rails. Parts of an older 18th-century staircase with 

shaped brackets beneath the treads have also been reused, with early 19thcentury 

balusters and newels crudely applied (Fig. 25b). 

The main façade of the house was also severely altered in the early 19th century. 

Most of its front wall was dismantled and tall new sash windows were installed on the 

first floor. These still retain their original panelled reveals below the later 19th-century 
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roof. The alterations were probably made as a result of the provision of a three-part 

window to the ground-floor room below, like those of the extension (the window is 

shown in a Samson & Cottam drawing of 1908 but was subsequently removed when a 

modern porch was erected against the frontage); the interior was given new ceilings 

with simple moulded cornices, now largely hidden above recent false ceilings. A 

drawing of 1898 shows the form of the roof then standing over this part of the house as 

a simple A-frame truss (Fig. 27).  

The outer walls of the kitchen, with its impressive fireplaces, probably dates 

from this period: the extensive use of stone in its south wall might suggest an earlier 

date but its masonry is inferior to that of the older house and incorporates brick of 

probable late 18th- or early 19th-century type. Its other walls were rebuilt in later stages 

of alteration. A sketch reconstruction of the house after the early 19th-century phase of 

rebuilding is presented at Fig. 35, bottom. 

PHASE 4: THE SCHOOL AND COLLEGE BUILDINGS OF c. 1870–1915 

No building works can be firmly associated with the school set up in the 1870s; this 

may have operated without much impact on the old house. A possible exception, 

perhaps of this period, is the canted bay added at the east end of the house, formerly 

looking towards the River Parrett; this is shown on the OS map of 1887 (Fig. 4) but 

may have been added at any time in the 19th century to improve the garden front of the 

house during its use as a private residence.  Following the establishment of the Art & 

Technical School in 1891, however, a series of major building programmes was carried 

out in the years up to the First World War. The architects were the firm of A. Basil 

Cottam,8 subsequently Samson9 & Cottam and Cottam & Samson, a prominent practice 

with premises in Bridgwater and Taunton, undertaking a wide range of different types 

 
8 Arthur Basil Cottam (1861/2–1911) was the subject of a detailed obituary in The Builder 100, 10 

March 1911, pp. 319–20. The Royal Institute of British Architects, London (RIBA) holds a 

biographical file on his life.  
9 Charles Henry Samson (1837–1925). For an account of his life see the Journal of the Royal Institute 

of British Architects 33 (1926), 64, 87. The RIBA also holds a biographical file relating to him. 10 

Numerous examples in the Gibson collection of drawings (SRO/CMY); Bridgwater examples in Note 

13 below.   
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of architectural design, among them commercial premises10, churches,10 institutional 

buildings,11 country houses12 and housing schemes.13 A specialism of their firm was 

designing school buildings; the practice served as architects to the Education 

Committee of Somerset County Council. Their other college and school buildings 

included Wembdon School, Bridgwater (1901); Yeovil Art School, with extensions to 

Yeovil County School; the Somerset College of Art at Taunton (1907), and at least 

seven other schools and colleges scattered around the county (SRO A/CMY; Anon 

1911; Pevsner 1992, 315). Cherry comments on the similarity of this work to that of 

their distinguished contemporary R.M. Fulford, regarded nowadays as a figure of 

national importance in late Victorian architecture (Cherry & Pevsner 1989, 923). The 

Blake Street buildings illustrate their work in late Arts and Crafts style, with airy rooms 

built of good materials.  

The new Science Laboratory, 1891 (Fig. 26) 

The first new building, planned within months of the arrival of the Art & Technical 

School, was a new Science Laboratory, designed by A. Basil Cottam. A free-standing 

single-storey structure with top lighting from a glazed clerestorey, it must have been a 

very modern building (Fig. 26). Now bereft of its clerestorey and scheduled for 

demolition, it stands immediately to the east of Lonsdale House but falls outside the 

scope of our survey. 

The rebuilding of the roofs and stairs of Lonsdale House, 1898–9 (Figs 27-29) 

At the end of the 19th century Lonsdale House retained an extremely irregular series of 

roofs, reflecting its complex development; these were recorded in a plan of 1898 (Fig. 

27). In the following year Samson & Cottam drew up designs for a major scheme 

replacing the earlier roofs, with a fine new roof structure over the main range of the 

 
10 Samson built the new church of St Michael, Alcombe, in 1902–3 (Pevsner 1992, 75). For his 

rebuilding of the  chancel of Yarcombe church, Devon, in 1890–1 see Cherry & Pevsner 1989, 923. 

Cottam built the Church of the Holy Virgin, Churchill, in 1900 (Anon. 1911, 319–20).  
11 As Notes 9 and 13. 
12 For Cottam’s work at Brymore Manor, Cannington, in 1892 see Dunning 1992, 78–9. 
13 Their other work in Bridgwater included the new bank of Fox Fowler & Co (1894), the Blake Street 

Malthouse and Bonded Store (1896), the Market House Inn in High Street (1893), new offices beside 

the docks (1899), the Baptist Chapel (1901),  the Wembdon Brewery at Eastover (1906) and various 

shops,  housing schemes, individual houses and cottages. Boty architects served as Diocesan Surveyor 

to the Diocese of Bath & Wells; Cottam succeeded Samson to this post in 1903 (Anon 1911).   
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house and plainer ones over the other ranges (Figs 28, 29). On Blake Street this entailed 

the demolition of the fourth and fifth storeys of the old house, including the uppermost 

storeys of the tower,14 and the erection of a new gable with Bath stone dressings on the 

street frontage. The contract agreeing the proposal was signed in the following year.  

The roofs constructed in this programme survive almost in their  

entirety. The finest is that over the large first-floor Art Room and adjacent spaces, with 

its broad span, the principal trusses of pine, supported by hammer beams and arch 

braces (Fig. 29, top left, bottom left). The four large dormers of the north elevation of 

Lonsdale House do not appear on one design drawing of 1899 but are shown on another 

of the same year; they seem to have been added to the scheme to bring as much northerly 

light as possible to the classrooms, especially to the Art Room, since light from the 

north, more constant than that from other directions and without the problems of 

shadow, was (and still is) regarded as the most suitable for drawing and painting. 

In the same scheme, new stairs up to the Art Room were also provided. The 

proposal was one of adaptation rather than wholesale change (was there a shortage of 

money?), resulting in the muddled arrangement evident today.  

Finally, at the close of the project, a new porch, was added to the front entrance 

in 1901 (SRO A/CMY/15); it was demolished in the 1970s or 1980s when the present 

porch was constructed. A sketch reconstruction of the house after the late 19th-century 

alterations is presented at Fig. 36, top. 

The classroom block fronting Blake Street, 1908–9 (Figs 30, 31) 

In 1908 Cottam & Samson drew up designs for a two-storey block of classrooms 

fronting onto Blake Street. The contract drawings survive, showing the original 

proposed room functions (SRO A/CMY/15). A notable feature of the building is its 

large sash windows, mainly of six and six panes, with Bath stone lintels; the upper floor 

was provided with a large gable overlooking the school playground, with timber 

framing above the window and shaped bargeboards reflecting those of the dormers to 

Lonsdale House. The walls are of red perforated brick stretchers facing cavity walls, 

with bull-nosed brick sills. The roof is a fine arch-braced structure internally, hipped 

 
14 The drawings show the top of the stair tower projecting above the roofline under a gable which is 

likely to be a 17th- or 18th-century replacement for an original prospect room or platform. 
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downwards towards Lonsdale House, allowing light into its high gables, and is covered 

with Bridgwater pantiles. The design drawings (Fig. 30, 31) indicate what a stylish 

building this was intended to be, with a fine staircase at the north end which still 

survives, the internal glass screen between ground-floor rooms, the matchboarded 

dados in each classroom and the elaborate cast-iron rainwater goods. A sketch 

reconstruction of the house after these alterations had been completed is presented at 

Fig. 36, bottom. 

Proposed classroom above the kitchen, 1908 (Fig.32a) 

In the same year Cottam and Samson drew up further plans and elevations for the 

addition of a large new classroom above the kitchen at the east end of the site, with new 

ground- and first-floor windows in Bath stone overlooking the courtyard to its west 

(SRO A/CYM/158). The proposal evidently foundered; no sign of the scheme can be 

seen today. 

Changes for the Pupil Teacher Centre, 1914–15 (Figs 32b, 33) 

On the eve of the First World War, in January 1914, a further round of improvements 

were drawn up. By this stage Cottam had died, so the designs were by Samson. For the 

use of the proposed Pupil Teacher Centre, lavatories and cloakrooms were provided at 

first-and second-floor level behind the Blake Street frontage. The rooms above these in 

the south range of the house were reserved for the occupation of the caretaker, who 

lived in. These alterations entailed extensive rebuilding of the courtyard wall of the 

range (Fig. 15).  

Late 20th-century changes 

Minor changes followed the departure of the school in 1964, notably the low porch 

building along the north side of Lonsdale House (apparently added after 1974, since it 

is not mentioned in the Listing of that year). This porch was unusually sympathetic to 

the late 19th- and early 20th-century character of the building, for its period, featuring 

a timber-framed gable similar to those of the existing dormers.  Internal alterations were 

less sympathetic, involving the insertion of lightweight sub-divisions and false ceilings 

to both the ground-floor and first-floor rooms; These were probably added when the 

house was converted to office use after 1982. No doubt some documentation relating to 



17 

these changes will survive in the archives of Somerset County Council; however we 

have not pursued it.  

THE SEDGEMOOR CENTRE  

(FORMER BRIDGWATER DAIRY SUPPLY COMPANY), c. 1900 

The Sedgemoor Centre, at the corner of Blake Street and Dampiet Street, was purpose-

built c. 1900 as the factory of the Bridgwater Dairy Supply Company.  

Drawings showing the proposed building survive at the Somerset Record Office (SRO  

A/CMY/30; also loose misplaced drawing in bundle A/CMY/15) (Figs 37-39).15 Basil 

Cottam first prepared them as early as 1888, and was certainly the architect. However, 

construction did not proceed until c. 1900.1617 The building, therefore, is an unusually 

well documented work of one of the leading Somerset architects of the late Victorian 

and Edwardian periods. 

The corner of the site at the junction of Dampiet Street and Blake Street was 

vacant when the Dairy was built; its appearance with trees overhanging Blake Street is 

glimpsed in a photograph of 1899–1904 (Fig. 10). The eastern part of the premises, now 

occupied by the three-storey block with a hoist, had been occupied since at least the 

1830s (Figs 3–4). A length of the eastern party wall, set back from the frontage, is 

probably part of the earlier building as there are minor differences between its facing 

bricks and those of the rest of the Dairy. The rest of the three-storey building, however, 

was purpose-built for the dairy.  

The plans show the original intended layout of the interior: the large open room 

of the ‘working dairy’ occupying the centre of the space, with a small packing room on 

the Blake Street frontage, raised over a cellar, with a three-storey block on the eastern 

side accommodating a ground-floor washing room, a first-floor separator and a top-

 
15 We are grateful to Dr Peter Cattermole and Chris Sidaway for guiding us to these documents. A 

number of local people told us that the Centre had been Moody’s Collar Factory. This is a mistake: the 

factory, built in 1895–6 to designs by A. Basil Cottam, stood to the rear of a different tenement in 

Dampiet Street. The contract drawings survive, showing a quite different building on a different site 

(SRO A/CMY/5). 
16 We have not been ale to establish the exact date of its construction, but this was between 1899 (it had 

not been built when the new gable of Lonsdale House, constructed in that year, was photographed: Fig.  

17 ) and 1904, when it appears on the Ordnance Survey map (Fig. 5).   
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floor weighing-in room.18 The plans show that the series of low service rooms to the 

south were built to accommodate the boiler room, engine house and office. 

More detailed drawings indicate the manner in which the machinery operated. 

A ‘Wills’ engine built by W. & F. Wills, the Bridgwater iron and brass founders, 

occupied the east end of the service rooms. Power from this was transmitted throughout 

the works by drive shafts. These rotated two churns (supplied by Bradford & Co) and a 

‘butter worker’ in the working dairy , as well as the separators in the first floor and the 

hoist above the. Other features included the many close-set shelves in the basement 

beside Blake Street (for butter?) and a lift providing access to this room. 

Description 

The whole group is well built. The walls consist of perforated facing bricks, the main 

room having cavity walls faced with stretchers, the other walls with English and other 

bonds. The lintels and sills are of Bath stone; bull-nosed bricks were used for the sills 

and openings; the mortar contains flecks of brick and cinders. The roof is covered 

throughout with a fine show of Bridgwater ‘triple-angled’ tiles, with a splendid row of 

close-set so-called ‘mushroom’ ventilators along the ridge (Fig. 39c).  

Upon inspection it is apparent that the stack of three storeys at the eastern end 

of the Dampiet Street frontage, initially had a wide ground-floor entry onto Dampiet 

Street, providing vehicle access. This was blocked subsequently, when the upper part 

of the opening was turned into a window; its position is indicated by irregularities in 

the courses of the facing bricks, and is evident in the roadside kerb adjacent. The 

principal room – the working dairy – remains a large and airy ground-floor room, lit by 

generous windows on the Dampiet Street frontage. The provision of so many ventilators 

in its roof indicates that great effort was made to keep the building cool. We were not 

able to examine the former office and boiler rooms to the south.  

The long sloping roof excluding sunlight from the south and the provision of 

high windows in the north wall were key features of the design. They were needed in a 

dairy to maintain a cool and well-lit working area. Upon the departure of the dairy, these 

same qualities were valuable to the Art College which took over the building. The main 

 
18 Unfortunately this drawing (part of SRO A/CMY/158) was not in a fit state to be reproduced at the 

time of our survey.  
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room was used for drawing classes as late as the 1970s;19 the clear and less variable 

quality of light from the north would also have been useful in teaching other subjects at 

the college, such as needlework and woodcarving.   

COMMENT ON PROPOSED CHANGES TO THE STRUCTURES 

Lonsdale House  

The building has suffered some recent unsympathetic changes; we welcome their 

removal. The demolition of the 1960s ground-floor pentice along the playground and 

the restoration of windows matching the first-floor sashes should greatly improve the 

appearance of the house. (The new windows should also be sashes, as the proposals 

appear to suggest.) We also welcome the removal of the internal ground- and firstfloor 

partitions in the building; this will restore something of the generous volumes of the 

former school and show off its handsome late Victorian roof. The stripping of recent 

false ceilings will expose the good moulded cornices on the ground floor.  

We have emphasised that much of the fabric remains hidden behind later 

surfaces, and it is highly probable that important features will be revealed during the 

alterations. It is therefore vital that a watching brief should be carried out as opening up 

proceeds, ensuring that new finds are recorded and that this complex building is better 

understood.  

The Sedgemoor Centre  

We have been asked to comment on the merits of this building, and in particular whether 

its demolition would be an architectural loss. It is a well-documented building of a rare 

type by a significant local architectural practice whose work bears comparison with that 

of leading West Country architects of the late Victorian and Edwardian periods, with 

an excellent display of the distinctive and high-quality local materials for which late 

Victorian Bridgwater was renowned. Its gabled three-storey block with its hoist, its 

show of ‘triple-angled’ tiles, and the splendid row of ‘mushroom’ ventilators along the 

ridge, for example, are fine examples of their sort. The building is also remarkably 

unaltered, retaining many internal features as well as its original external appearance. 

 
19 Chris Sidaway, pers. comm.  
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In our view this is a significant element of the local townscape and demolition should 

not be contemplated.  
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APPENDIX 1: THE ENGLISH HERITAGE LISTED BUILDING DESCRIPTION 

IoE Number: 373827 

Location: No. 3 AND ATTACHED WALL TO THE REAR, 3 BLAKE STREET (east side) 

Date listed: 16 December 1974 

Date of last amendment: 16 December 1974 

Grade II 

BRIDGWATER ST2936NE BLAKE STREET 736-1/11/11 (East side)  

No. 3 and attached wall to the rear GV II House, now offices. C17; remodelled and rebuilt in late 

C18/early C19; late C19 rear left wing, with gable of same date added to left of front. English-bond brick 

with some rubble stone to the base, stone coping, moulded kneelers and bands to forward-facing gable, 

stone cills, pantile roof with brick stacks to left and rear gable ends and stack with moulded brick cornice 

to the centre ridge. Double-depth plan with late C19 rear left wing. 3 storeys; 4-window range. The 

exterior walls of the original C17 house are still apparent well inside the C19 building. The late C19 

forward-facing gable to the 2 left-hand ranges has 2 slits in the apex between stone bands. Windows to 

upper floors have flat brick arches to large 6/6-pane sash windows. The 6-panel door with C20 hood to 

left of centre has a late C19 single-storey canted bay with margin panes to the far left and two C20 

casement windows to the right. The left return is Flemish-bond brick. 2 storeys; 3-window range. 6/6-

pane sash windows, those to left are tripartite and those to the first floor pass through the eaves line to 

form late C19 gabled half-dormers lighting the hammer-beam roof inside. The rear has a late C19 two-

storey canted bay with 4/4-pane sash windows with margin panes to the ground floor which has restored 

rendering and cornice; the first floor is C20 weather-boarded with a 9/9-pane sash window to front and 
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vertical 4/6-pane sashes to sides. To right is a semi-elliptical arch to the service area with 6/6-pane sash 

window above. The right return of the rear wing, clad with painted corrugated iron, has coloured glass to 

an early C19 semicircular-arched stair window and a single-storey lean-to with a pantile roof and a wide 

horizontal sash window. The lean-to and the courtyard are stone-flagged.  

INTERIOR: the exterior walls of the C17 building are distinguishable from those of the C19 by their 

thickness. The corner of the original building inside the semi-basement to the front left now serves as an 

interior wall; painted rubble with stone plinth capping. This basement also has a repositioned planked 

and studded door, a C18 door with 4 raised-and-fielded panels, some stone flags and 2 segmental arches 

to former open fires, that to right framed with early C19 cast-iron panels with anthemion motifs. An early 

C19 stair hall with staircase was added to the right return and at each landing a semicircular-arched 

opening has been cut into the thick former outer wall to give access to the C17 newel stair inside. This is 

in the former front right corner and has a low mid C19 dado rail with panels below, some raised and 

fielded. Between the first and second floors is a blocked door into the adjacent museum; at this level a 

semicircular arch made from thin wood with moulded pilasters spans the stairs; just below to right, a jib 

door, now fixed, cut through the dado and panelling, leads in the same direction. At the top of the newel 

stairs a heavy planked and studded door with diagonal planks to the back and bar stops to the Tudor-

arched moulded architrave, opens into a room with wide oak floorboards and a cupboard with raised-

and-fielded panels and H hinges. A locked door leads to the attic (unseen). The late C19 rear wing has 

an elaborate hammer-beam roof on stone corbels to the second floor and splayed panelled reveals to the 

first-floor windows.  

SUBSIDIARY FEATURES: a high brick wall to the rear right sweeps up to meet the first floor of the 

Admiral Blake Museum (qv) and encloses the rear service yard. 

APPENDIX 2: CENSUS RETURNS 

1871: Lonsdale House: William H. Axford physician, surgeon, General Practitioner and 

Magistrate with five others. 

1881: No. 42: William Porritt, Schoolmaster & Science Lecturer. 

No. 41 [i.e. Blake Museum building, where his niece  later lived.]: Landmaster 

of Customs.  

No. 40: sawmill.  

1891: Lonsdale House: Harry Mansfield, caretaker.  

1901: No. 3 Blake Street: Harry Mansfield, Caretaker of the Technical School.  
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Fig. 1   Location of site. Scale 1:2500. 



 

 



 

 Fig. 2   Map of town centre c.1720-30. SRO DD/SH 149 (not to scale). Fig. 3   Town plan c.1835. SRO T/PH/bw 1 (not to scale). 



 

 

Fig. 4   Reproduced (1:1250) from the 1886 1:500 Sheet 50.11.21. 

 

Fig. 5   Reproduced (1:1250) from the 1904 1:2500 Sheet 50.11. 



 

 

Fig. 6   Conveyance plan of Blake House, 1924. Courtesy of the Blake Museum. 

 

Fig. 7   Reproduced (1:1250) from the 1930 1:2500 Sheet 50.11. 



 

 

Fig. 8   Conveyance plan of Mill Cottage 1931 (courtesy of the Blake Museum). 

 

Fig. 9   Undated late 19th-century photograph showing No. 3 (left) with fourth storey; museum 

building in foreground (courtesy of the Blake Museum). 



 

Fig. 10    The street before the building of the Sedgemoor Centre, showing that the fourth storey 

had been removed from No. 3 by that time   (from Powell 1908, frontispiece) 

 



 

Fig. 11   Francis Frith's photograph of  'Blake's Birthplace' dated 1906 (Beet 2001, 63). 



 

 



 

Fig. 12   Annotations and phasing of South West elevation (based on an elevation drawing by Jason Jackson). 



 
 



 

 



 

 

Fig. 15   Elevation of the Inner courtyard and section of the main house (based on drawings by Jason Jackson). 
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Fig. 16   South-east elevation 



 

 

Fig. 17   Plan of the basement and cellars, based on a survey by Jason Jackson Ltd. 



 

 



 

Fig. 18   Plan of the ground floor, based on a survey by Jason Jackson Ltd. 

 



 

Fig. 19   Plan of the first floor, based on a survey by Jason Jackson Ltd. 
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Fig. 20   Plan of the attics and roof viods, based on a survey by Jason Jackson Ltd. 
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Fig. 22   (a) 16C doorway from staircase to first-floor room; (b) plan showing the relationship between Lonsdale House and the Blake Museum.  
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Fig. 23   The staircase: (a) panelling of c. 1700; (b) view down stairs to ground floor.  
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Fig. 24   The staircase: (a) newel post and stairs to truncated top 
storey, overlain by   brickwork of 1899;  (b) panelling of 
c. 1700 with 'H' hinges. 
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Fig. 25   Features of the early 19th-century house: (a) fireplace; (b) reused 
stair treads. 

b 



 

 

Fig. 26   Contract drawings for the new Science Laboratory, 1891 (SRO A/CMY/158). 



 

 



 

Fig. 27   Samson & Cottam's drawings showing Lonsdale House in 1898 (SRO A/CMY/158). 



 

 

 

Fig. 28   Samson & Cottam's drawings for the new roof of the Art Room, 1899, (b) showing initial proposal without 
added gables (SRO A/CMY/158).  
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Fig. 29   Samson & Cottam's drawings for the new roof of the Art Room, 1899 (a) cross- and longsections; 
(b) exterior with proposed dormers (SRO A/CMY/158). 



 

 

 

 



 

Fig. 30   Cottam & Samson's design drawings for the two-storey classroom block on 
Blake Street, 1908 (SRO A/CMY/158). 
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Fig. 31    Cottam and Samson's designs (a) for the dormer in the north elevation; 
(b) section of upper floor, 19089 (SRO A/CMY/158). 
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Fig. 32   (a) Cottam and Samson's designs for proposed new classroom over the kitchen, which were not carried through; 
(b) Plans for proposed alterations for the Pupil Teacher Centre 1914 (SRO A/CMY/158). 
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Fig. 33   Elevations for proposed alterations for the Pupil Teacher Centre 1914 (SRO A/CMY/158). 
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(a) c. 1600; (b) c. 1700 (drawn by Richard Parker).  
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Fig. 34.  Preliminary phased reconstruction drawings showing the development of Lonsdale House:  
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Fig. 35   Preliminary phased reconstruction drawings showing the development of Lonsdale House: (a) c. 1770; (b) c. 1850 
(drawn by Richard Parker). 
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Fig. 36   Preliminary phased reconstruction drawings showing the development of Lonsdale House: (a) c. 1900 (b) c. 1920 
(drawn by Richard Parker). 
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Fig. 37   Basil Cottam's plans for the new Bridgwater Dairy Supply building, now the Sedgemoor Centre, (a) 
general design; (b) detailed layout of machinery (SRO A/CMY/158). 
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Fig. 38   Basil Cottam's section drawings for the new Bridgwater Dairy Supply 
building, now the Sedgemoor Centre: (a) long section; (b) 
crosssection; (c) detail of hoist (SRO A/CMY/158). 

b 

c 



 

 

 

Fig. 39   Basil Cottam's detailed section drawings for operation of machinery in the new Bridgwater Dairy Supply building, now the Sedgemoor Centre: (a) long section; (b) cross-
section (SRO A/CMY/158). (c) The row of mushroom ventilators on the ridge. 
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