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Pembrokeshire Coast National Park 

TRADITIONAL PEMBROKESHIRE ROOFS
In an exposed westerly county like Pembrokeshire driving rain can be a real problem, so a good roof is essential to keep a building dry.

Sloping roofs were the traditional solution – there is no history of flat roofs – and the roofs are pitched at about forty degrees.  These steep pitches create useful attic space inside the house.

Simple details were important – the fewer complications the better, so slated verges and slightly projecting eaves to throw rainwater away from the walls became widespread.

Spans (the distance from wall to wall).  Most roofs are built of wood.  Long lengths of good straight timber were rare in Pembrokeshire so shorter timber meant that spans were usually no more than about 20 feet (7m).  
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	Typical roof pitches at around 40o
	Typical ‘catslide’ roof with rear outsheet
	Slated verges
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	Roof of local graded slates
	Traditional span front front to back
	Traditionally proportioned dormer windows


-
Save tradition and character

Traditional slate roofs are an important element of Pembrokeshire’s old buildings.  Slate roofs reflect generations of skill and craftsmanship and remind us that when the only method of transport was by horse and cart or sea, buildings were made from materials close at hand – they were made from the landscape in which they sit.

· Save jobs and money

Roofs can often be repaired or maintained relatively cheaply.  Even if the roof is beyond repair most slates can be carefully reused and matched in with salvaged slates from elsewhere.

Often a roof fails because the fixing nails holding the slates rust through.  Slates often survive in good condition and can be removed and reused using new copper nails.

In some areas you may be able to get a grant towards the cost of repair and this work helps provide jobs in Pembrokeshire and keeps the skills alive.

· Save energy and the environment

Well maintained and insulated roofs will keep your house warm and dry.  A traditional roof can easily conform to Building Regulation Standards.

A roof is a critical investment key to the future of the building it protects.  When the cost of a roof is seen over a building’s life (i.e. whole life costs) then doing a good job in the first place is a wise investment.
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	Elaborate late Victorian bargeboards
	Newly constructed random slate roof


KEEPING THE TRADITION ALIVE

The correct detailing of a roof can help maintain Pembrokeshire’s special architectural character.

If you are planning a new building or extension here are some points to bear in mind.
PITCH – Traditional slate roofs are generally about 40o.

RIDGELINE – Traditionally detailed with butt-jointed ridge tiles.  Some larger and later properties used decorative ridges with cresting or rolled tops.  Where these exist they should be carefully matched.
EAVES – Especially on small houses and cottages eaves are plain or slated.  Some larger and later houses have deep eaves with timber bargeboards (sometimes ornate.

SPANS – Traditionally small cottages had spans of less than 20 feet.

DORMERS – These were generally small and simple, had pitched roofs and were only a little larger than the size of the windows they contain.
ROOF LIGHTS – These were generally small, low profile, sitting flush with the slates around them.

RAINWATER GOODS – Usually cast iron (non-existent in ancillary buildings).
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	Traditional ‘semi-grouted’ North Pembrokeshire roof
	Traditional slated verges with brick upstands to prevent wind damage


HISTORY

Traditional roofs can be a good guide to the age of a building:

The earliest surviving roofs in Pembrokeshire tend to be medieval stone vaults covered with slates bedded in lime mortar – few remain.
Thatch was once commonplace too – usually simple straw thatch laid onto a bracken weave on a crude timber frame – very few of these survive also.
Most traditional roofs in Pembrokeshire which survive are made of wood and pitched at about forty degrees and covered in slate.

Originally the slate was local which varied in both quality and size, the biggest slates were used in the lower courses (near the wall tops) and the smaller slates on the upper courses (near the roof ridge).  The slates were often of variable thickness too and this tended to create heavily textured roofs. 
In parts of Pembrokeshire the use of mortar in roofing was once widespread.  Slates were often laid on mortar beds sometimes torched from beneath or grouted over.  Mortar helped stop drafts and slates slippage but the added weight from numerous applications of mortar often led to overstressing the roof timbers beneath and eventual failure.  The “white” appearance of mortar roofs is in stark contrast to the “black” of slated roofs and is a distinctive local landscape feature worthy of conservation.

North Wales Slate became available in more regular sizes and thicknesses and this removed the need for reducing courses and provided less texture with a plainer, flatter roof.

Now many slates are imported (often from Spain, China or Canada) and vary considerably in quality and colour match (which can be critical especially if replacing an old roof or undertaking repairs on an historic building).
With the coming of the railways corrugated iron became widely used for farm buildings and smaller more modest properties.

Man made slates are also available but these are generally inappropriate for historic buildings or sensitive locations.

The house roof is a critical investment, key to the future of the building and when the costs are related to a building’s life (i.e. whole life costs), then doing a good job in the first place can be seen as a wise investment.

The most beautiful parts of England, Wales and Scotland have been specially chosen as our “National Parks”.  There are three in Wales – Snowdonia, Brecon Beacons and the Pembrokeshire Coast.  They are a wonderful inheritance of countryside, towns and villages and deserve special care so that the pleasure we derive from them will be available to the generations that come after us. 

“They are not ours but ours to look after”.

Changes which affect these special places need to be carefully considered and formal consent from the National Park Authority will be needed for development.

Park Staff are always pleased to offer guidance and advice.  
Please contact:

Pembrokeshire Coast National Park Authority 

Llanion Park,

Pembroke Dock,

Pembrokeshire,

SA72 6DY

Tel: (0845) 3457275

Fax: (01646) 689076

email: pcnp@pembrokeshirecoast.org.uk
For advice on chimneys and historic buildings ask for the

Building Conservation Officer 

For advice on new buildings and extensions ask for the

Development Control Officer    


