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THE DOVECOTE TURRET OF
HADLEIGH DEANERY

byJOHN McCANN

LATEIN 1998my book The Dovecotesof Suffolk waspublished by this Institute. I set out to
include all knownexamplesin the county,but I predicted that other dovecoteswould turn
up after it wasfinished(McCann1998,9).Three yearsafter publicationonlyone other has
been reported; it is an important addition. Oliver Rackham has told me of a miniature
dovecotein a turret on Hadleigh Deanery.

The exterior of the building is wellknown, and little need be said about it. It wasbuilt
in 1495as the gatehouse of a palace for Bishop Pykenhamwhichwasnever completed. It
is easilyseen from St Mary'schurchyard in the middle of Hadleigh,but perhaps not many
people have been on the roof. It is of red brick, of three storeys. It faceswest-south-west,
and has four turrets (Fig.1).The south-westturret is the head of a windingstair,the north-
west turret is the dovecote. The two at the rear are smaller ornamental dummies. The
dovecoteturret has all the features of a full-sizedovecote,and has survivedfivecenturies
almostunchanged.

Dimensionsare expressedin the traditionalEnglish units in which it was built: lin = 25.4mm;
lft = 12in = 0.305m.

By courtesy of the Dean, the Very Revd Canon David Stranack, it was examined in
December 1999—in late afternoon, in failingdaylight, and latterly in rain. A second visit
wasnot practicablefor one who livesin Devon;the photographs reproduced here are the
best that could be achievedin the conditions.Externallythe turret is octagonal,but inside
it is 5ft 7in square, with a central doorway to the east, and quatrefoil apertures to north
and west(Fig.2).The floor is levelwith the flat roof of the tower,37ftaboveground; when
seen it wasdeeply covered in bird droppings. The height to the spring of the arched roof
is 8ft 2in.

THE BRICKWORK

The bricksare the same as those used for the rest of the gatehouse—10x 4'4x 21Ain,finely
made, with deep courses of lime mortar. Four courses rise 11'Ain.A small number have
been replaced by modern bricks made to size. The front wall is lft 10in thick at the
doorway.Above the roof of the turret is a crenellated parapet supported on a jetty of
purpose-moulded bricksall round, and over the doorwayon trefoiledcorbels.

THE DOORWAY

This is 6ft high by 1ft9in wide,with a repaired four-centred arch; the jambs and head are
chamfered on the outside. The rectangular door is modern.

THE QUATREFOILAPERTURES

The twopierced quatrefoilsare purpose-moulded, 1lin across,each in an aperture in the
brickwork 1ft 8in high by lft 4in wide, with a shallowV-head formed by pairs of canted
bricks.They have been fitted with expanded metal inside to keep out birds.
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FIG. 2 —'Thu dovecote from the east (photo: antlivE). FIG. 3 —The north-west corner, showin( (he nest-holcs and alighting
Irdges (p/u,/o: author).
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THE NEST-HOLES

The north, west and south wallsare entirely occupied by nest-holesincorporated in 'the
originalfabric,and willbe describedfirst (Fig.3).In these wallsthere are eight tiersof nest-
holes in regular grid pattern (exceptwhere interrupted by the quatrefoil apertures), with
twelve nest-holes in a complete tier. Most of the entrances are 6in high by 5in wide.
Internally the height is the same, but in plan they are L-shaped, with a chamber 13Y2in
wide by 84in from front to back, and an entrance passage41Aindeep. The inside of each
nest-hole has been lined with lime mortar, evidently executed from above as the bricks
were laid; someof it hasbeen peckedawayby the pigeons,but substantialamounts remain.
Beloweach tier of nest-holesisan alightingledge twocoursesthickwhichprojects2in.The
brickworkisdeeply scoredby the pigeons,as isusuallyfound in dovecoteswhichhavebeen
in use over a long period (Fig.4). Mostof the east wall is occupiedby the doorway;it has
only one tier of fivenest-holesaboveit, similar in sizebut without an alightingledge. This
makesa total of ninety-three nest-holes,all of whichare still in good order.

THE ROOF STRUCTURE

The roof structure is original,wellcarpentered in oak of high quality(Fig.5).Twopairs of
cambered beams span the turret, sunk into each other where they cross.The lowerpair is
8in deep by nin wide,chamfered; the upper pair is 5in deep by 4in wide,unchamfered.
The cambered beams enclose an open rectangle 2ft 1in by lft 1lin through which the
pigeons formerly entered; it is now closedby wire netting and deeply covered with bird
droppings. Four unchamfered stub beams3Xindeep by 6in wideare tenoned and pegged
to the centres of the camber-beams,and are built into the brickwork. There is some
modern timber at the corners. It is assumed that originally the framing of the roof was
coveredbyboards bent and nailed to the gentle sphericalcurvature, withleadingover.The
boards havebeen replaced by stripsof plywood,with modern leadingwhichdrains into an
old lead down-pipe mounted on the east wall(Fig.2).

THE LOUVER

Inside the crenellatedparapet is a louverwhichiscertainlyold, and whichmaybe original
(Fig. 6). It consistsof four oak uprights which support a framed roof Ift 3in above the
rectangular aperture. The uprights exhibit nail-holeswhich represent the fixingsof the
parallel inclined boards which were formerly fitted. Their function was to prevent the
larger birds of prey from penetrating to the interior, while allowing pigeons to pass
through freely.Very fewexamples have survived.The more vulnerable parts have been
covered with modern lead.

DISCUSSION

There are closesimilaritiesto the dovecoteturret on the roof of Oxburgh Castle,Norfolk
(1482);but that has been much altered, and maynot be instantlyrecognisableas a former
dovecote.Canon Stranack reports another on the roof of Bodiam Castle,Sussex,which I
have not seen. It seems likely that other towers of the period formerly had a dovecote
turret on the roof. Pigeonsare instinctivelyattracted to any tallbuilding, and the roof isan
obviousplace to domesticatethem. However,most manorial dovecotesof the 15thcentury
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had between 300 and 1,000 nest-holes: here there are only 93. 1O supply the large
househokl of a castle or palace with a sufficient number ol squabs a much larger dovecote
would have been required elsewhere on the estate, to which tlds turret would have
contributed only a small supplement.

The provision of an alighting ledge to each tier of nest-holes (except over the doorway)
is interesting, for these ledges were uncommon in the late Middle Ages. \Vhere provided
at all they were often only at intervals of two or three tiers. The only other medieval
dovecote which has an alighting ledge to each tier of nest-hides (of those which have
survived in Sufkilk) is at Stoke College, Stoke-bv-Clarc, built bet ween 1485 and 1493
(McCann 1998, 53-56). Evidently this was the begiiming of a change in practice, 1Or
increasingly from the 16th century dovecotes of brick were provided with an alighting
ledge to each tier of nest-holes. These ledges were deliberately made too narrow to be used
by tree-nesting birds of prey. Dovecote pigeons, being a rock-nesting species, have no
difficulty in perching on narrow ledges.

It is interesting too that the nest-holes have been lined !ruin the outset with lime mortar.
From the 16th century some writers expressed it preference lOr nests of clay daub or lime,
which they perceived as 'warmer' kir the pigeons: and a minorit \ of pigeon-keepers
provided 'warm' linings in nest-holes ot harder materials (McCann 1997, 57-59). This is
the earliest example which has been recorded in Britain.

Large-scale pigeon-farming on the trachtional pattern died out in Britain from 1793
owing to the economic changes brought about by the French Revolutionary Wars. Sonie
dovecotes were converted to small-scale pigeon-keeping, and continued in that use until
well Mto the 19th century, but eventually keeping pigeons was perceived as inconsistent
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withgood farming practice,and dovecoteswere generallyabandoned (McCann1998,23).
With fewexceptions all survivingdovecotesin Britain have been redundant for 150-200
years. Mostof those whichstillexist have survivedonly becausethey have been converted
to secondary uses. Dovecoteswere not even recognized as worth preserving as historic
buildingsuntil the early20th century (Berkeley1905,349).The long period of neglectand
derelictionhas taken its toll,so that by nowwe havefewleft in usableorder to study.Some
retain decayingand incompletefeatures, from which—with difficulty—we can sometimes
work out how a fully-equippeddovecotewasoperated. This extraordinary survivalon the
roof of Hadleigh Deanery is all the more valuable.

This dovecotehas been preserved by itsheight from a developmentof the 18thcentury,
the introduction of brown rats, Rattus norvegicus. This new hazard brought about
alterationsto mostdovecotes,whicheven todayare not widelyrecognizedas such (McCann
1998,21-22). It seemsnot even to have sufferedfrom well-meaning'restoration'. Minimal
repairs to the brickwork, roof and door have retained it in good order. It is an
extraordinary survival.
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