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1.

INTRODUCTION

Plympton House is a fine early 18th century country house set in formal walled
gardens adjoining the small historic town of Plympton St Maurice. Built by the
Lord Chief Justice, Sir George Treby and his son, it ceased to be a family
residence in the early 19th century and for the next hundred years was a lunatic
asylum, before becoming St Peter’s Convent and care home. The house is of
outstanding architectural and historical interest and is listed grade I. The
gardens are contemporary with the house and survive virtually intact. The
garden walls are listed grade II and the gardens are grade II on the National
Heritage Register of Parks and Gardens. The site is within the Plympton St
Maurice Conservation Area and is identified as a key landmark building. The
house has been progressively extended over the years to adapt to its use as an
asylum and subsequently a care home and has undergone extensive internal
changes. All this has been detrimental to the character of the historic house
and gardens.

Plympton House location plan. The proposed development site is outlined in red.
Ordnance Survey © Crown copyright. All rights reserved. Licence number 100006277

The care home recently closed and Plympton House Ltd, propose to remove the
accumulated accretions that adversely affect the setting of the historic house,
reverse the alterations that are detrimental to the interior of the building and
return it to use as a single dwelling. It is considered that enabling development
is needed for the scheme to be financially viable and it is proposed to retain one
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of the late 20th century additions and convert it to individual dwellings. Two of
the historic outbuildings will also be converted and extended to provide
individual residences and a further 6 new dwellings are proposed in the least
sensitive areas of the site, away from the house.
This heritage report has been prepared for Plympton House Ltd by Parkes Lees
Architects Ltd, in collaboration with Jeremy Chadburn, to provide the historical
background and assessment of significance as guidance for those proposals, and
to accompany consent applications.
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2.

SUMMARY

2.1
History of the building
Present day Plympton St Maurice is a suburb of Plymouth but was formerly a
separate borough and in the early middle ages the more important town. It
grew up round the 12th century castle and its narrow streets are lined with
houses dating from the medieval period to the 20th century. Public buildings like
the guildhall and grammar school date from a period of prosperity in the late
17th century and it was at that time that Plympton House was planned.
The house stands in grounds to the north-east of the historic town. Built
between 1700 and 1720 by Sir George Treby, the Lord Chief Justice, and his
son, the Queen Anne style house has pedimented Portland stone elevations to
front and rear and formal brick-walled gardens. It was a family residence until
1835 when it became a private lunatic asylum, which it remained until 1934.
During that time the outbuildings and service yards underwent many alterations
but the house and formal gardens were little changed although the formal
garden layouts gave way to the more naturalistic planting then fashionable. In
1934 the house was acquired by a community of Augustinian nuns and became
St Peter’s Convent and care home, which it remained until recently. During the
later part of the 20th century further major changes were made, including the
building of two very large extensions, one providing accommodation for the
Sisters and the other for bedroom accommodation.
2.2
Assessment of significance
There could be archaeological remains of pre-1700 buildings along the western
frontage of the site which would have evidential value in connection with the
historic development of Plympton St Maurice, and it is possible, but currently
thought unlikely, that a mound near the house has associations with castle
sieges of the 11th and 12th centuries.
The heritage value of the site lies almost entirely with the early 18th century
house with its formal gardens, both for its outstanding architectural quality,
interest as a fine example of a country house and garden of this period and its
associations with the historically important Treby family.
The period when the house was a lunatic asylum has some heritage value as
social history but much of the built fabric from this phase has been demolished
and what remains is for the most part of little architectural significance. The
later additions and alterations to the building are of virtually no architectural or
historical interest and have detracted seriously from the character of the historic
house and gardens.
2.3
Heritage Impacts
The proposed demolition of the buildings that are most damaging to the setting
of the house and reversal of previous inappropriate interventions will have a
major beneficial impact, as will associated repairs. Unfortunately, in order to
secure the financial viability of the scheme, it is considered impractical to
remove all the accumulated accretions and alterations.
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The proposed construction of new dwellings will have an impact on the character
of the site both visually and from the activity associated with domestic
habitation, but they will be located in the least sensitive areas away from the
immediate vicinity of the house. Some of the new development will have a
minor impact on the historic fabric.
The proposed division of the site into separate ownerships will break up the
completeness of the 18th century design of the house and gardens, the divided
management of the site will tend to fragment its character, and the options for
future use will be limited. However, these divisions are arranged to minimise
the impact.
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3

DETAILS OF THE SITE AND BUILDINGS

3.1
Description
This section is mostly based on a visual inspection of the site with reference to
available survey drawings and includes observations on the likely ages of the
buildings and site features, which are also informed by the evidence of historic
documents detailed in section 4. The buildings and main site features are
shown on the block plan below and a separate sheet of photographs illustrates
these.

3.1.1 Context, the town of Plympton St Maurice
The small historic town of Plympton St Maurice is nowadays an eastern suburb
of Plymouth and is surrounded on three sides by 20th and 21st century
development but its historic character survives within the boundaries of its
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conservation area. The town lies within the valley of Long Brook, which flows
westwards into the Plym estuary, and is flanked by two ridges, that on the north
being the ancient route of the Ridgeway and that on the south the dual
carriageway of the A38.
At the centre of the conservation area is the ruined 12th century castle, to the
north of which the public open space of Pathfields rises towards the Ridgeway.
Fore Street curves round the south side of the castle and is lined with houses
dating back for several centuries, sitting within medieval burgage plots, those
on the south side extending down to Long Brook, beyond which is farmland.
East of the castle is a knot of streets and it is here that the medieval church and
17th century grammar school stand. From the cross roads by the church, George
Lane heads straight up to the Ridgeway and Longcause runs eastwards into the
modern suburbs. Between these two lanes are the grounds of Plympton House,
until recently St Peter’s Convent and care home.
3.1.2 The site
The 1700-1720 country house is set well back from the highway behind high
brick walls. It has a mature walled garden to the south with a fine central
gateway and a smaller walled garden to the north. A walled kitchen garden
occupies the south-western part of the site, in the northern section of which a
grass-covered mound is preserved as a garden feature. West of the house is
the former stable and service yard, where some of the old outbuildings survive.
Access to this part of the site is from George Lane, the original walled service
drive from Longcause having been blocked off in the 19th century. Various 20th
century extensions have been added, somewhat piecemeal to the 18th century
house to provide accommodation, initially for a former lunatic asylum and
latterly the care home and these face onto enclosed gardens.
There is
extensive tree planting to the north of the buildings and outside the garden
areas are fields.
3.1.3 The house
The 18th century house is variously described as William and Mary and Queen
Anne in style and its building straddled these two reigns and was completed in
the reign of George I. It is rectangular in plan, 7 bays by 6 and of two tall
storeys and an attic over a basement. The natural slope of the ground rises
towards the north-east and the basement is exposed on the west side and the
principal entrance on the south front is raised above the garden level and
reached by a flight of splayed stone steps with wrought iron handrails.
The house is built in brick with Portland stone dressings on a base of rubble
masonry. The north and south fronts are clad in Portland stone with rusticated
quoins and have central projections, 3 windows wide, surmounted by classical
pediments with heraldic scrollwork, in which on the south front the Treby arms
are sculpted on a large escutcheon. The basement has plain window surrounds
with segmental arches and the upper floors square headed classical window
surrounds and pedimented doorcases, all in Portland stone. The dry slate
hipped roof is set behind a parapet with a moulded cornice and there are four
large axial chimney stacks in brick with limestone dressings. The windows are
the original sashes with thick glazing bars, some probably renewed, and some
original crown glass survives. There is a visually unfortunate external metal fire
escape on the north-east corner of the house.

7

South front of the house with extensions to the east

Plans of all the floors are included in section 5.2 of this report. The basement
and main floors are organised in three structural bays across the width, the
central one being three windows wide, corresponding to the projections on the
north and south fronts and the outer ones two windows wide. They are divided
by massive walls containing the fireplaces and flues. These run across the full
depth of the house in the basement and ground floor but diminish above that
level to accommodate a large central landing on the first floor and narrow down
to wide chimney stacks as they rise through the attic.
The entrance to the basement is from the service court on the west side and
from it a corridor runs for the length of the building, south of centre. Most of
the rooms in the western bay retain moulded plaster ceilings, wall panelling with
bolection mouldings, panelled doors and door cases, moulded arched window
surrounds and plain shutters. The secondary staircase is located to the north of
the corridor, plain but with some good joinery, and next to it a lift inserted
during the late 20th century with related alterations. North of these is a link
corridor to the chapel dating from the late 19th century.
The other bays of the basement have a mixture of barrel and groin vaults in
brickwork, resting on stone piers with projecting capitals typical of early 18th
century type. The floor has modern finishes, ceramic tile, sheet vinyl etc,
believed to be laid on Purbeck limestone slabs.
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Basement entrance lobby

Typical vaulted basement room

The vaulted spaces have been sub-divided with solid partitions, many of which
appear to be post 1933 insertions, but some could be earlier. All the doors are
modern. In the south-east corner a rather makeshift service stair rises under
the principal staircase, apparently inserted at some time. The windows have
shutters, apparently 18th century. On the south side the windows open onto the
garden and on the north into a narrow vaulted area lit by openings under paving
level gratings. The basement has extensive 20th century fittings, services and
finishes for its use as the kitchens for the care home and there is much intrusive
plant and pipework installed with little respect for its impact on the appearance
of the historic spaces.
On the ground floor, the central bay is divided into two equal squares, the hall
on the south and, to the north, probably the original saloon. The side bays are
divided 1:3:2 from north to south, giving square spaces on the corners facing
the front garden, that on the south-east being occupied by the principal stair. A
short corridor opens in the north-west corner of the hall, to the north of which
are the service stair and lift.
The principal entrance door opens straight into the hall, which has a black and
white marble floor. Like all the rooms on this floor, and most of those on the
first, it has raised and fielded panelling with bolection moulded surrounds, fine
panelled oak doors with good brass furniture and a moulded plaster ceiling.
Part of the hall to the left of the entrance was partitioned off some time before
1933 (Country Life) to provide the current administration office. At that date it
had a marble fireplace with a Baroque chimney piece but this was removed to
the original oak panelled dining room before 1938 and replaced with a
contemporary fireplace (Copeland).
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Entrance hall

Joinery on ground floor

The main stair also has a black and white marble floor. The grand oak
staircase, with turned balustrades and ramped handrail was described by
Pevsner/ Cherry as exceptionally rich. All the walls of the stair hall were
formerly lined with full height oak panelling (Country Life photo) but that above
dado height was removed some time after 1933. Panelled partitioning under
the stair also appears to have been inserted after that date, probably replacing
earlier partitions, to provide the manager’s office and wc. To the north of the
stair is the original dining room, oak panelled with a corner fireplace, the
original one being replaced by the former hall fireplace. Other changes to the
ground floor include the modification of a window opening to provide access to a
pre-1912 extension on the north-east, installation of a kitchenette adjacent to
the current dining room and the modification of the door between them, and
some minor modifications to partitions, doors and door furniture, particularly for
fire precautions. Paint schemes have inevitably been changed, but otherwise
this floor must look much as it did when the house was still a residence.
On the first floor, a door from the main staircase leads to a large internal
landing under a lantern light. From this space bedrooms and service rooms
open on all sides, with the secondary staircase and lift at the west end and a
short corridor, now filled with service rooms along the north side. The rooms of
the 18th century plan have been sub-divided to provide smaller bedrooms and
bathrooms and modifications made for fire precautions. Most of this has been
done since the house became a care home but some date from its time as an
asylum and it has been suggested that the lantern light over the central landing
is an early 19th century insertion (Waterhouse). A window opening was modified
and corridor formed pre 1933 to provide access to the extension north-east of
the house.
Despite these changes most of the fine 18th century doors,
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panelling, moulded ceilings and window shutters survive, as do several late 18th
/ early 19th century fireplaces.

The main staircase

Typical first floor room

From this level a door off the main staircase opens to a narrow staircase up to
the attic. The secondary stair also carries on up to attic level, probably the only
access originally, and leading off it a third attic staircase has been inserted in
the corridor on the north side of the central landing. The attic rooms are
arranged one deep around a central light well containing the lantern light to the
first floor. The rooms are lit by 3-light casement dormer windows inserted into
the original 18th century roof slopes. A wide, lead-lined gutter runs round the
perimeter behind the roof parapets. The attic is divided into four areas,
separated by the chimney walls, through some of which there are extremely
low, narrow, arched doorways fitted on either side with modern doors.
Partitions have been inserted to provide bedrooms and bathrooms, the walls
and ceilings lined and modifications made for fire precautions. Most, if not all of
this was probably done after the building became a care home and, though the
20th century linings could conceal some earlier partitions, the spaces may
originally have been open. There is a slate-hung flat roofed projection into the
light well, introduced to accommodate the lift. The roof within the light well is
felted and the lantern light metal framed, all 20th century replacement work.

Typical attic room

Internal roof slopes
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3.1.4 The southern walled garden
The walled garden in front of the house slopes gently down to the road, where
there is a fine recessed 18th century gateway with moulded limestone piers,
surmounted by heraldic beasts, and iron gates in the high brick boundary wall.
This wall runs eastwards along Longcause, becoming a retaining wall to the
adjoining field. This has been interpreted as the southern wall of a former small
east garden (Waterhouse) but there is no other evidence of this. On the other
side of the frontage the wall returns to enclose the garden on the west side.
Along the east side of the garden is an 18th century brick retaining wall, the
ground having been levelled east to west when the garden was created. All
these garden walls and those of the kitchen garden are in the same brick as the
house, indicating they are contemporary. The driveway from the gate follows a
sinuous curve up to the entrance steps to the house and returns in a loop. The
garden is planted informally with lawns, herbaceous borders, shrubs and trees
but the original layout would have been formal.

The main gates

The former service drive

3.1.5 The former service drive
On the other side of the west garden wall runs the former, 18th century, service
drive, bounded on the west side by the higher brick wall of the kitchen garden.
The service gateway onto Longcause was bricked up in the late 19th century and
the northern end is blocked by a small, flat roofed late 20th century mortuary
building, which stands on the site of a larger former late 19th century building,
traces of which remain in the north wall. In the 18th century this driveway led
to the service court at basement level on the west side of the house and to the
stable yard but it is now a narrow pathway between grass verges and planting.
Nail holes in the walls show that espaliers have been grown against them for
some time.
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3.1.6 The kitchen gardens
High brick walls enclose the whole perimeter of the kitchen garden and mound
garden, all being 18th century work, except for that on the west side, which was
rebuilt in modern machine made bricks some time after 1950 when George Lane
was widened for highway improvements. The north wall of the mound garden,
which has blind arcades on the south face, forms the back wall of the late 18th
century stables, now mostly demolished. Its mortar courses are peppered with
nail holes from the securing of espaliered fruit in the past. On the north face,
the base of the wall is exposed and is of rubble masonry. It may be that this
was below ground level when the wall was built and therefore brick was not
used, or, conceivably, that the base was part of an earlier structure. Another
high brick wall encloses the south side of the mound garden. The mound is
grass covered with a flat viewing area on top and is variously believed to be a
spoil heap from the excavation of the basement of the house, an ice-house (but
no evidence of such a building has been found), or a 12th or 13th century siege
mound, now thought unlikely. It could have become a prospect mound as early
as the 18th century. The garden is planted with shrubs, herbaceous borders and
apple trees.

The kitchen garden

The mound garden

The kitchen garden is sub-divided into two, formerly three areas with further
brick walls, the line of the demolished wall being marked by planting beds. The
dividing walls between these garden areas appear to be 18th century,
contemporary with the main walls, but are not consistently shown on early
maps and could have been introduced later. Being free-standing to provide
access along both sides of the gardens, they are not bonded into the perimeter
walls, so no junctions exist to give dating evidence. Some of them have lost the
saddle-back brick coping matching those of the main walls. The kitchen gardens
are partly laid out for vegetable production with some fruit trees, in positions
similar to those shown on mid C19 plans, and partly lawn and shrubs. A lean-to
greenhouse stands against one of the walls, occupying the base of a larger
glasshouse that appears on the 1950s OS plan.
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3.1.7 The service yard and buildings
The service court and stable yard have been re-configured a number of times
since the 18th century and several of the former service buildings demolished.
In the current arrangement a straight drive leads from the George Lane
gateway to the service court in front of the basement entrance to the house.
South of the drive stands the eastern section of the partly demolished stable
and dairy building and on the north is a car park, a single storey former service
building that has been converted to a chapel and, between the two, a small
garden surrounded with reduced 19th century rubble stone walls, partly
surmounted by steel railings.

Entrance drive from George
Lane

Service court to house with chapel in background

The stable building has been interpreted alternatively as a potting shed
(Waterhouse) but for the purposes of this report will be called the stables. The
remaining section of this building is the former dairy, which in 1933 (Country
Life) was lined internally with elegant Dutch tiles, but now is a somewhat run
down storage building with garage doors on the west end and a partly exposed
19th century timber roof structure and loft. The walls are of brickwork, the older
parts of which are 18th century but later than the house, having been built
against the existing garden walls to south and east. The courses follow the fall
of the ground, and have shallow brick arches, but later infill and repair is in a
mixture of rubble stone and brickwork laid in horizontal courses. The hipped
roof is slated. The windows are large pane sashes of late 19th century type.
Evidence of the demolished section of the building is apparent in its foundations
and scars on the brick wall of the mound garden.
The chapel has a slated hipped roof and brick walls with shallow brick arches.
The windows are six-over-six sashes with slender glazing bars and some
panelled shutter boxes internally, late 19th century in appearance, but the
brickwork appears to be post 1950s, being in machine made bricks. The
external reveals are unusually deep, suggesting that older walls, which from
evidence of the junctions with the freestanding walls to north and south could
be of rubble masonry, were refaced. A building of the same footprint was
shown on a map of 1793 and has been interpreted as stables (Waterhouse).
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Whether this was rebuilt or whether its walls are concealed within the visible
construction can only be established by detailed investigation. Internally the
chapel fittings have been stripped out but the finishes, including timber wall
panelling and parquet flooring, are generally 20th century.

Dairy/ stable building

Chapel and garden- former service yard

The possible early rubble masonry construction of this building and the evidence
of the surviving rubble masonry walls to its garden may indicate that all the
former service buildings were of this material rather than the more expensive
brick.
It is also possible that some of the early service buildings, now
demolished, were survivals from before the building of the house, although
there is no evidence of this. Certainly there seems to have been a period,
between the building of the house using local bricks and the later importation of
bricks, when stone rubble was used on the site.
The chapel is connected to the house at basement level via a late 19th century
flat roofed passage constructed in brickwork with 6-over-6 sash windows. The
ceiling is vaulted, apparently of lath and plaster beneath brick or masonry and
appears to be an extension of the vaulted area than runs along the north side of
the basement to the house. When the link was built, and probably until the
1960s the ground to the north would have been at its roof level and its north
wall, now exposed and following a vaulted profile, was a retaining wall.
The c 1960s gateway from George Lane is recessed and has brick piers with
stone ball finials and a section of brick flanking wall. It is overhung by Lawson
Cypress and Leyland Cypress trees creating a 20th century suburban
appearance and restricting the view of the house. Further up George Lane, the
boundary is formed by a rubble stone wall surmounted by a tall laurel hedge.
The car park stands on the site of an old service yard where outbuildings stood
from the 18th century onwards. This area was planted following the road
widening but subsequently laid to tarmac.

15

Chapel window showing deep
brickwork reveals

George Lane gateway

On the north side of the car park a tarmac drive rises up the slope, between
rubble stone retaining walls, curving eastwards to a hammer head behind the
wall of the north garden. It follows the route of an old track that used to lead to
the fields and now serves a 1980s 2-storey nuns’ accommodation block that was
partly cut into the ground and shoehorned in between the chapel building and
the walled north garden. It is connected to the link corridor that serves the
chapel building.
3.1.8 Northern tree belt
Progressing up the site to the north, a dense belt of trees meets a boundary
fence with a grassed field, which runs up to the Ridgeway. The eastern
boundary of the field is an overgrown stone-faced hedge bank, which aligns with
the east wall of the north garden. Parallel to it and aligning with the eastern
side of the kitchen garden is a bank and the ground between them has been
levelled east to west, so that the fall is along the axis of the house. This must
therefore be a former lawn or park formed by cut and fill when the 18th century
garden was created. It has been suggested, based on observation of the
general slope of the ground, that the terracing was formed by lynchets in former
medieval strip fields (Waterhouse). However, this does not seem very likely as
survey drawings show that the banks are set at an angle to the natural
gradient, and they are much larger than the lynchets identified in archaeological
investigation of the fields north of the castle (Terrain Archaeology, 2000).
The trees in this area include mature deciduous specimens, probably descended
from 19th and even 18th century schemes, some late 20th century planting,
particularly of conifers, and some self seeded ones.
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Site sections showing how the levels were re-modelled in the 18th century landscape
works and their precise relationship to the house
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3.1.9 Northern walled garden
Returning to the walled north garden, from map evidence this dates from some
time between the 1790s and 1840s, the walls being of rubble masonry, but from
their appearance could be older. This may well have been created as an
enclosed garden for the asylum. An unusual feature is a series of five very
substantial buttresses in the north wall, one of which is in fact a small building.
These are only partly explained by this being a retaining wall up to a height of
about 1 metre above the garden level and this raises the possibility that they
had some other function. Some sections of wall incorporate bricks, singly and in
arches, and are therefore later than the house but they seem to have been built
in more than one phase, some of which could be earlier. The west wall was
demolished in the 1980s and replaced with modern steel railings, above a dry
stone retaining wall.

The northern walled garden with northern tree belt beyond

3.1.10 Eastern extensions to the house
Attached rather awkwardly to the north-east corner of the house is a two-storey
flat roofed bedroom block, built pre-1912 and probably modified, in a stripped
down Georgian style with brickwork elevations and limestone dressings to the
front, stucco finishes to the rear and small paned sash windows, reflecting the
architecture of the house but at a smaller scale. A further extension was added
beyond it in the 1960s and further extended and remodelled in the 1990s, twostoreys in brickwork with a slated hipped roof, in a formal suburban style, sitting
on excavated ground with surrounding landscape works.
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North elevation of the house with early 20th century extension to the left

East side of the house with early 20th century extension attached and 1990s extension
closest to camera
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3.2

Planning and listing details

Grid ref:
SX 54660 55896
Local Planning Authority:
Plymouth City Council.
Statutory listing:
Plympton House (St Peter’s Convent) is listed grade I.
(List entry no 1113363). Listed 23 April 1952.
Kitchen garden wall south-west of Plympton House, Longcause is listed
grade II.
(List entry no 1113364). Listed 1 May 1975.
South boundary walls to Plympton House along Longcause are listed
grade II.
(List entry no 1113365). Listed 1 May 1975.
Two pairs of gate piers and walls to Plympton House are listed grade II.
(List entry no 1113366). Listed 29 March 1960. Amended 9 November
1998.
Plympton House (garden) is listed grade II in the Register of Historic
Parks and Gardens.
(List entry no 1001267). Registered 22 February 1993.
Plymouth City Local Development Framework, Core Strategy:
The site falls within the Plympton St Maurice Conservation Area.
Scheduled Monuments:
None within the site but the prospect mound was considered for
scheduling in the Plympton St Maurice Conservation Area Appraisal and
Management Plan, 2008, when it was firmly believed to be a siege
mound.
Plympton Castle, nearby to the west of the site is SAM PY78.
Historic Environment Record:
Relevant references in the Plymouth City HER are, statutory listings, the
Plympton St Maurice Conservation Area publications and two
archaeological reports listed in section 8.
Listed buildings in the vicinity of the site:
There are numerous listed buildings in Plympton St Maurice, all to the
south-west of the site, the nearest being at the southern end of George
Lane and in Longbrook Street including the Church of St Maurice (GII*).
The keep of Plympton Castle, nearby to the west of the site, is listed GII*.
Plympton St Maurice Conservation Area Appraisal and Management Plan (2008):
Applies to the site. Conservation area status imposes a blanket TPO.
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4

HISTORY OF PLYMPTON HOUSE

4.1
Before 1700
Plympton St Maurice has pre-conquest origins and Plympton Priory, which
occupied a site to the west, was a Saxon foundation. In 1107 Henry I granted
the manor to Richard de Redvers, who built the castle, on the south side of
which grew up a small community of traders and farmers. The Plym estuary
was then navigable up to a small harbour below the castle walls. The priory was
re-founded as an Augustinian priory in 1121 and the settlement was made a
borough by William de Vernon, 5th Earl of Devon in 1194 with a market and fair.
During this time of changing fortunes and allegiances, the castle was captured
and destroyed in 1136 when Baldwin De Redvers supported Matilda against King
Stephen, rebuilt in the 1140s and besieged again in 1224. Plympton grew into a
small town, receiving a charter in the reign of Henry III. Its plan developed
round the castle, market and church, in the form of characteristic burgage plots.
In 1328 it was made one of the four stannary towns, although, ironically, the
silting up of its harbour was attributed to tin streaming and resulted in its loss of
trade to Plymouth. Despite this and the decline of the castle and the dissolution
of the priory, the town continued to prosper as a market town. It was
incorporated in 1602 and its prosperity is evident in the quality of its
architecture from the 16th to the 18th century. Local trades, including wool
combing, tanning and brewing, were declining by the beginning of the 19th
century. It was disenfranchised in 1832 and its charter was allowed to lapse in
1859.
It has been suggested that the site of Plympton House was, until c1700, a group
of medieval strip fields, possibly with early origins (Waterhouse) but there is no
direct evidence of pre-medieval activity on the site of Plympton House and no
record of excavations appear on the NMR Excavation Index. Opinions differ as
to whether the development of the medieval town reached as far east as the
site. The pattern of burgage plots suggests that it did not but it might
reasonably be expected that some development would have occurred to the east
of the castle, in the vicinity of the church. A medieval leper hospital stood at
the junction of George Lane and the Ridgeway but this is some way from the
site. As related below, there were however buildings on the site before 1700,
the most likely location being along the frontage at the lower end of George
Street and into Longcause, and archaeological evidence of them may survive.
4.2
1700 to 1835
The most comprehensive and authoritative account of the history of the house is
Brooking Rowe’s 1906 publication, which seems to form the basis of many more
recent accounts. The building of Plympton House was begun by Sir George
Treby (1643-1700). He had been baptised at Plympton St Mary, the son of
Peter Treby “Gent” and after attending Exeter College Oxford studied the law at
Middle Temple and was called to the Bar in 1671. He had a successful legal
practice and became Member of Parliament for Plympton in 1676. He held other
important offices and was knighted in 1680 but fell from favour in 1683 and
took little part in public affairs until the landing of William of Orange in 1688,
following which he rose rapidly again, becoming Lord Chief Justice in 1689. His
career was cut short by his death in December 1700 in his 58th year.
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Sir George had decided to build a mansion near the house where he was born,
believed to be the old manor house of Plympton Grange. Whether or not this
was within the grounds of the present house is not clear. For some years in the
late C17th he assembled the site, acquiring land from several landowners. The
site is on the east side of George Lane, then called Maudlin Street, which at the
time had houses on either side (Brooking Rowe). He had plans for the house
and grounds and had cleared the site but had made little progress with the
building work at the time of his death. His son, also George, who was later
Secretary for War and a Privy Councillor, was then only 16 years old, but took
over the project as soon as he was able, about 1715. Apparently the work was
carried out under the direction of two of his relatives, William Woolcombe, a
Plympton lawyer, and Colonel George Treby.
The principal elevations of the house are of Portland stone but much of the
construction is of brick, the clay for which, particularly that used in the garden
walls, was dug locally in Longbrook Street. The work, including the stables,
grass walks, tree planting etc, was completed in 1720. The name of the
architect is not known but the design has similarities with that of other
contemporary Devon houses such as Puslinch and Mothecombe and the
influence of Sir Christopher Wren has been detected, perhaps fancifully. There
is in fact a direct connection between Sir George and the famous architect, who
succeeded him as one of the two Members of Parliament for Plympton Erle in
1685 and was in turn succeeded by him in 1689. They were however on
opposite sides of the political divide, Wren having Tory leanings and serving at
the same time as Sir George’s long term rival, Richard Strode, while Sir George
was a prominent Whig, whose fellow MP, John Pollexfen, built Mothecombe
House in 1710.
It is conceivable that a pupil of Wren had a hand in the design of the house but
there is no evidence for this and it is more likely to have been the work of a
local artisan architect. The building accounts for 1720 refer, among various
tradesmen, to a William Veale, who may have been the mason in charge, and
Joseph Ward, master carpenter.
These accounts, reproduced by Brooking Rowe, cover the period April to
December 1720 and among the trades mentioned in “disbursements to
labourers” are carpenter, painter, smith, bargeman for bringing boards from
Plymouth, brick maker, saddler, paver and other masons. Payments to these
for this period totalled £1,313.5s.7d. Materials recorded include Portland stone,
deal boards, stone, timber, linseed oil paint and primer, floor cloth, lime, nails,
bricks, ironwork, laths, sand, harnesses and “compass stuff”. Sections of work
mentioned include stable, shed, garden and cellar steps, “grass walks in the
wilderness and planting trees” and paving for the stable.
The grounds of Plympton House were rather small for a wealthy, important
family like the Trebys and were surrounded by roads and close to the town. The
Hon George Treby therefore planned to create a better approach along a wide
road, north of the town through Castle Hayes (which was then owned by the
Trebys and at one time was apparently their deer park) to the western
entrance, but he died before he could carry this out (Brooking Rowe).
Nevertheless, in 1750 Nicholas Pococke wrote “Mr Treby has a good house and
gardens adjoining the town”.
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The extensive Treby estates, including Plympton House were inherited by a
further three generations of George’s descendants. Donn’s 1765 map of Devon
is the first to show the house but shows no more than its location with the
caption “Treby Esq”. This is not strictly correct as the male line had run out in
1763 and the estate was divided among three sisters, one of whom, Charity
Ourry inherited the house. In due course her son took the name Treby,
becoming Paul Treby Treby, and reinstated its connection with the house.
(Brooking Rowe)
The next map, Gardner’s survey of 1784 for the Ordnance Survey, is the first to
show the layout of the site and buildings. The site is shown bounded by the
Ridgeway, George Lane and Longcause, with open fields to the east. It is
divided into long rectangular plots running north-south. South of the house is
the garden defined by the present brick walls but with a formal layout, a
straight central drive running from the recessed gateway in Longcause up to a
turning circle in front of the house. The drive is set between lawns and
apparently fringed with planting. This is almost certainly the plan as laid out in
1720, following the Dutch inspired formality then in fashion. Its appearance is
likely to have resembled some of the Devon gardens shown in Sir Edmund
Prideaux’s drawings of 1716-28, with geometrically shaped lawns, shrub and
tree planting and statuary, hinted at by the heraldic beasts on the piers of the
entrance gates.

Extract from Gardner’s map 1784
© The British Library Board. Image quality limited
by copyright condition.

Extract from Palmer’s map 1793

To the north of the house a rectangular area runs up to the Ridgeway, bounded
on either side by straight hedges. This coincides with the lawn described in
section 3.1.8. This plot is wider than the southern formal garden and is more or
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less, but not quite, on the central axis of the house. It is shown planted with a
double avenue of trees, which would have framed a view of the pedimented
house front as seen from the Ridgeway. Elsewhere on the map, much of the
tree planting is shown in straight lines but here the intention is clearly to signify
an avenue. Such avenues were often a feature in the grounds of country
houses at that time and would be naturally associated with the formal garden on
the south side of the house. This might therefore explain the reference in the
1720 building accounts to “grass walks in wilderness and planting trees”. The
trees may well have been limes and possible descendants of these survive at
the lower end of the slope.
On the west side of the southern formal garden the service drive is shown
running north from the Longcause gateway as far as the house then turning
westwards along the north side of the walled mound and kitchen garden,
coming to a dead end, which requires interpretation. This leg of the drive is
shown further south than the present route and runs on the south side of the
north wall of the mound garden. The positions of walls shown on the map do
not relate neatly to site conditions but evidence of straight joints in the
brickwork of the garden walls is consistent with the drive having indeed been in
this position.

The bricked up northern end of the former service drive, looking
south. The straight joint in the brick wall to the right marks the
point where the drive turned westwards until the late 18th century.
Note also the area of rubble masonry to the left of the doorway,
probably post-1843.

The kitchen garden is shown planted formally with rows of what are probably
fruit trees and vegetables but the mound is not shown and nor are the dividing
walls between sections of the garden, although these appear from on site
inspection to be contemporary with the outer walls. It may be that the surveyor
did not record these details or thought them unimportant.
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No building is shown in the position of the present (partly demolished) stable
and dairy and the evidence on site shows that it was built against the existing
garden walls at a later date. On the north side of the drive is a roughly square
yard with a gateway onto George Lane and containing two structures. As the
present day stable building had not been built at this time one of these may be
the stables and the other the shed referred to in the 1720 building accounts. It
is also conceivable that some of the structures could have survived from before
1700.
North of this yard a long narrow strip of land runs up to the Ridgeway,
consisting of gardens and orchards planted in 3 plots without obvious dividing
hedges. To the east of the house, the open field is likely to be pasture.
In 1793 the house and much of the property in Plympton Erle was in the
ownership of Paul Treby Treby, who commissioned a survey from David Palmer
of Launceston. It has been observed that the plan contained a number of
inaccuracies (Brooking Rowe) and it is rather lacking in detail but this is
probably no more so than for other surveys of the time and the associated
schedule identifies the use, ownership and acreage of each plot. The plan also
distinguishes between boundary and garden walls and hedges. Nevertheless
some of the proportions shown, including those of the house itself, are clearly
incorrect.
A comparison with Gardner’s map shows first of all the detail that is omitted,
namely paths, planting and some boundaries between plots. Thus, the garden
south of the house is shown without paths or planting and no detail is shown
within the enclosing walls of the kitchen garden and mound garden. The
eastern boundary of the gardens and orchards north of the service yard is not
shown nor is any detail of these gardens and no trees are depicted on the
sloping lawn north of the house, so it is not clear what features existed in these
areas.
Certain changes since 1784 are however apparent, all in the service yard/ stable
yard area west of the house. The long narrow stable and dairy building
attached to the north wall of the mound garden is shown for the first time and
the service drive now clearly leads into the yard on the north side of this
building. There is no gateway into the yard from George Lane but there is a
hint of an opening into the lane in the north-west corner of the mound garden at
the end of the previous leg of the service drive shown on Gardner’s survey. The
two buildings shown in the yard on the 1784 plan are still there, although of
different sizes and proportions, which could indicate they had been altered or
simply be a result of discrepancies between the two drawings. The yard has
been extended some way to the north, a building is shown for the first time in
the location of the present chapel and another small building appears in the
southern part of the yard. A small structure also appears in the south-west
corner of the kitchen gardens.
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A thumbnail sketch on the survey drawing shows the south front of the house.
Its proportions are distorted but otherwise it appears accurate and it gives some
idea of how the garden might have looked at that time.

In the schedule to the survey, the whole area of 73/4 acres, described as
“House, lawn and gardens”, and the field to the east known as Noble Park are
shown in the ownership of P O Treby.
Some time after the death of his mother in 1805, Paul Treby Treby moved to
Goodamoor in Plympton St Mary parish and the house was let to a succession of
tenants. In 1811, Risdon described the house merely as the property of Paul
Treby and in 1821 a guide book, ‘The Panorama of Plymouth’, says it was “at
present uninhabited”, adding “Here are good family pictures”.
There are
conflicting accounts of this period but the house may have been unoccupied for
as long as 40 years, at the end of which it is reported a Dr Duck became the
tenant, using it as a private lunatic asylum (Brooking Rowe). The identity of the
mysterious Dr Duck is not clear but is seems that the asylum was set up in 1835
(possibly earlier) with Dr R C Langworthy as the proprietor and the 1841 tithe
apportionment shows that Plympton House Gardens etc and Back Lawn (the
area north of the house up as far as the Ridgeway) with a total area of 73/4
acres, was owned by Laetitia Anne Treby and occupied by Richard Langworthy.
4.3
1835 to 1934
The tithe map (1843) and apportionment provide a convenient picture of the
site and buildings shortly after the end of its time as a family residence,
probably with some modifications for use as an asylum. But in 1842 Laetitia
Anne Treby commissioned a book of maps of her properties, including Plympton
House and this provides more detail than the tithe map.
This shows that, by this date, the garden south of the house had an informal
layout with a serpentine drive replacing the original axial one and there is an
indication of “naturalistic” tree and shrub planting. There is still no depiction of
the dividing walls within the kitchen and mound gardens, nor the mound, but
they clearly existed at this time. Similarly, although there is no indication of a
western gateway onto George Lane it seems improbable that this did not exist.
The service buildings west of the house appear unchanged but the yard no
longer appears to be enclosed and walls had been built around what is
nowadays the garden to the chapel.
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For the first time the garden on the north side of the house was shown,
enclosed by a wall and with a long narrow building along its east side, possibly a
pavilion. As mentioned in 3.1.9, the appearance of the masonry suggests the
wall could have earlier origins. Tree planting is shown on the “back lawn”, the
whole area north of the buildings, taking in the former gardens and orchards
next to George Lane. This could of course be merely indicative but is consistent
with later maps.
The trees shown are confined to the north and west
boundaries with a small group to the north of the service buildings and the
avenue had clearly gone by this date. The tithe apportionment classifies this as
pasture, so it was presumably intended as parkland. Noble Park, the field to the
east, was at this time let by Laetitia Anne Treby to Isaac Dewdney and also laid
to pasture.
Records of the early years of the asylum in the 1844 report of the Metropolitan
Commissioners in Lunacy describe appalling conditions for the patients and it
was severely censured by the commissioners. At the same time these records
provide some indication of the use of the buildings.
The institution was
described as a mansion and outhouses asylum, and it seems that the proprietor
and his family lived in some style in the house, while the pauper lunatics (66 in
1844) were housed in the outbuildings, confined in squalid conditions as it
seems were some of the private patients, of which there were 17 the same
year. Specific mention is made of pauper patients sleeping in what had been
the dairy, of the “women’s cottage” in which there were 3 sleeping rooms, of a
building with 4 windowless cells opening off a passage, one of these rooms, 8ft
x 4ft being a “day room”, and of an airing court. It is not possible to relate
these to specific outbuildings on historic maps but it is likely that the house,
effectively remaining a private residence, would have undergone few changes,
while the outbuildings and yards would have been modified or added to house
the patients. By 1847 conditions had improved and by 1858 the asylum no
longer received pauper patients.
In 1850 William White described Plympton House as “a handsome mansion with
tasteful grounds”.
The Ordnance Survey 6” map of 1869 was surveyed in 1856 and would
therefore show the premises towards the end of this dark period. The changes
since 1843 were fairly minor. The subdivision of the kitchen gardens and
mound garden is shown, as is the mound itself and a small glasshouse next to
it. More yards had been created round the service buildings, one of which
appears to have been demolished, and the area on the west side of the walled
north garden had been enclosed and planted with trees. More trees are shown
generally, including along the full length of the boundary with Noble Park,
probably mature trees in the existing hedge rather than new planting, and the
building on the east side of the walled garden north of the house had been
partly demolished. There seems to have been an overall increase in enclosure
and tree screening to provide security and privacy.
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Extract of Ordnance Survey plan of 1869, surveyed 1856
Ordnance Survey © Crown copyright. All rights reserved. Licence number 100006277

In 1876 the Treby family sold the property to Mr Coplestone Lopes Radcliff, who
intended to re-develop the land but died before he could proceed, whereupon
his son sold it to Dr Charles Aldridge and it continued as an asylum (Brooking
Rowe). A prospectus of that date describes the running of the institution. It
was promoted as “licensed for the accommodation of insane persons of both
sexes of the higher and middle classes”. Dr Aldridge was the resident physician
and proprietor and Joseph Aldridge the resident superintendent and general
manager. The prospectus declared that Plympton House was a hospital rather
than a place of detention. Dr Aldridge and his family lived in the house and it
was the intention that they should mix freely with the patients and dine with
them, and various forms of recreation were provided for the patients.
A plan shows a layout that is virtually identical with the 1856 OS survey. The
garden to the south of the house is described as a pleasure ground and laid out
with meandering paths and drives and shrub planting. The former service drive,
probably blocked off by that date at the Longcause gate, is designated as the
archery ground. The walled garden to the north of the house, also shown with
shrubs and paths is described as the gentlemen’s airing ground. The back lawn
has tree planting, mainly confined to the boundaries. Round the mound a
cruciform parterre is shown but the rest of the kitchen garden is planted with
fruit and vegetables.
There is also an aerial view of the house, which is deliberately distorted for
promotional reasons but does show some interesting details, including a small
gatehouse by the main gate, not shown on maps and perhaps never built. The
dairy / stable building has an appearance that accords with its alternative
description as a potting shed and the present chapel building, in a high-walled
yard and with a chimney could well be stables.
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Extract of Ordnance Survey plan of 1900s
Ordnance Survey © Crown copyright. All rights reserved. Licence number 100006277

Plympton House continued to be used as a lunatic asylum until 1933, being
acquired in 1921 by Dr J C Nixon. Further changes during this period are shown
on the Ordnance Survey 6” maps for 1896 (surveyed 1892), 1907 (surveyed
1905), 1915 (surveyed 1912) and 1935 (surveyed 1933), and other larger
scaled OS maps of 1890s, 1900s and 1930s.
Some of the outbuildings and yard walls west of the house were demolished and
new ones built, none of these now surviving except a link corridor (1892 survey)
at basement level from the north-west corner of the house to the present chapel
building. As stated in 3.1.7, this has a vaulted ceiling, and is clearly a
continuation of the vaulted basement area on the north side of the house.
Whether this was built between 1856 and 1892 or whether a structure
contemporary with the house was refaced at this time is not clear. On maps
after 1784 and before 1892, a single line is shown, corresponding to the south
face of the link and this would be consistent with there being a building with its
roof level with the ground to the north. However, several maps show trees hard
against this line, not leaving any room for a building, supporting a date for the
link between 1856 and 1892.
A building was erected at the north end of the service driveway, blocking
access. A surviving wall that may have been the north wall of this building is in
a mixture of brickwork and rubble masonry. The gateway at the southern end

29

of the driveway was shown bricked up (1892 survey). A gateway onto George
Lane would have existed at this time. The field to the north, previously
described as the “back lawn”, was sub-divided (1892 survey) as was Noble Park
and a drive formed to them from the service yard, possibly to provide improved
access for agricultural purposes (1905 survey).
From the 1890s various
glasshouses are shown in the mound garden and kitchen gardens, since
demolished. These included a lean-to greenhouse against the north wall of the
mound garden, probably heated. The porch is shown on the west side of the
house (1890s). An extension is shown attached to the north-east corner of the
house (1912 survey). Whether this is the present 2-storey block is not clear, as
it appears slightly larger on the 1933 survey.

Extract of Ordnance Survey plan of 1930s
Ordnance Survey © Crown copyright. All rights reserved. Licence number 100006277

In 1933, coinciding with the sale of the house, it was described in an article in
Country Life magazine with photographs. There is probably some artistic licence
in the account but it describes the house and garden as having “scarcely been
touched since the time it was built, threadbare but with all the bones of its
formal garden still intact”. The entrance then used was the George Lane gate,
which had aged brick piers with ball finials and an arched iron lamp bracket
above framing a view of the house, more open than nowadays, not being
overshadowed by trees. The stable building, so described in the article but
looking more like a potting shed in the photograph, was intact, the western
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section having a flat or low-pitched lean-to roof. The dairy, described as being
in the stable range, was then lined with blue tiles, Dutch or Bristol, apparently
the same as now incorporated in some of the fireplaces.
The brick walls sub-dividing the kitchen gardens and mount garden all stood full
height with the same saddle-back brick heads, already covered with vegetation.
The yards to the north-west of the house are described as “wood-yards and
other small courts, the purpose of which is indifferently clear”. The description
of the house interior is mostly confined to the ground floor and stairs, although
the high level of craftsmanship throughout is commented on. The hall had
already been partitioned to form what is now the administration office. The
marble chimneypiece described as being in the hall is nowadays in the oakpanelled room on the east side, thought to be the original dining room,
replacing the simpler and more appropriate fireplace shown in the article. The
photograph of the main staircase shows that it was then wainscoted throughout
but the panelling above dado level has since gone. The simple woodwork of the
secondary staircase was thought worthy of comment but subsequently seems to
have undergone some modification.

George Lane entrance 1933

Principal staircase 1933

©Country Life

©Country Life

4.4
1934 to the present
In 1934 the premises were acquired by The Sisters of St Augustine, who
established a home for the mentally ill, renaming the house St Peter’s Convent.
The premises were enlarged over the years, becoming a care home for up to 50
patients, the 3 Sisters being assisted by 80 staff (Convent of St Peter website).
Ordnance survey plans of the 1950s show few changes since the establishment
of the convent. Most of the outbuildings and yard walls to the north-west of the
house had been cleared away and the building on the east side of the north
walled garden had been demolished. The existing greenhouses had been
removed and a new one built in the present day location.
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Extract of Ordnance Survey plan of 1960s
Ordnance Survey © Crown copyright. All rights reserved. Licence number 100006277

By the 1960s the west boundary wall had been rebuilt, set back to allow the
widening of George Lane. A recessed gateway had been formed and tree
planting introduced replacing the yard to the west of the chapel garden. The
chapel was described as such for the first time. A bank is clearly shown on the
north side of the link to the chapel. The stable building had been demolished
leaving the dairy. The building at the north end of the old service drive had
been removed and the present mortuary building erected. The boundary to the
east of the house had been extended into the adjoining field and a further
extension added in excavated ground.
Subsequently, in the 1980s, a further two-storey extension was built between
the chapel building and north walled garden to provide accommodation for the
Sisters, the track to the north modified and a car park constructed to the west
of the chapel garden. In the 1990s the c 1960s extension on the east side of
the house was enlarged and remodelled, with associated landscape works
including vehicle access from the south garden.
Many alterations have been carried out to the interior of the house since the mid
19th century, mostly after it became a care home, but without detailed
investigation and in the absence of old drawings it is difficult to date them.
Based on a rapid inspection, they are discussed in section 3.1.3 and 5.2.
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4.5
Résumé of the evolution of the house and gardens
From the detailed evidence of the historic documents and site visit, a picture
emerges of the evolution of Plympton House through the phases already
identified.
From a ‘heritage’ point of view, everything goes back to the house and gardens,
of the William and Mary, Queen Anne and Georgian periods, which constituted
far and away the most important phase. That is to say the 1700-1720 work and
its further evolution up to the late 18th / early 19th century, for it is the house,
gardens, walls and gates of this phase that are the reason for its listing. 1720 is
taken as a convenient date for completion of the work, which comes from the
evidence of the building accounts for 1720, but it is known that work did not
simply cease at that point. George Treby acquired further land in the area of
the leper hospital site and planned to build a road across Castle Hayes to a new
main entrance west of the house, although this plan was not executed. Map
evidence shows that changes continued between 1784 and 1793, specifically the
erection of new outbuildings, although the accuracy of maps of that period
cannot be too heavily relied on, but all this work belongs essentially to the same
phase.
The 1700-1720 plan was very formal with the walled garden to the south of the
house and a lawn with formal tree planting to the north, both positioned on the
central axis of the house. The strip to the west was the service zone, consisting
of the walled kitchen gardens to the south-west of the house (it seems probable
that the ‘mound’ garden started out as just a compartment of the kitchen
garden and only later became an ornamental garden), service yard and
outbuildings to the north-west of the house and further productive gardens and
orchards up to the Ridgeway. To the east were fields, quite probably just
pasture and not parkland, as this was still the age of taming nature and the
informal landscape tradition only emerged gradually during the 18th century.
The layout was set within firm controlling lines, as shown on Gardner’s 1784
plan.
During the next phase, up to c 1840 saw adaptations of the outbuildings and
service yards, most of which have subsequently gone, and the deliberate
introduction of informal planting; the 1842 plan shows a serpentine drive in the
front garden and hints of parkland tree planting to the north. Of this, the
surviving informal planting is clearly significant but little else remains.
Thereafter, with the change of use to an asylum and later the convent, the
changes to the buildings and landscape, including internal alterations to the
house and major extensions, became largely functional and often ad hoc and
expedient. This goes both for the buildings and gardens, including the tree
planting, much of which seems to have been introduced, understandably, for
privacy, with little or no regard to the previous phases of landscape design. In
some parts of the site, notably the George Street entrance area and chapel
garden, this has a late 20th century suburban appearance. Added to this, the
earlier planting has gone through its normal organic evolution, acquiring an
attractive mature character but also resulting in the loss of the original design
intention. For example, the house is no longer visible through the main gates
as the vegetation has been allowed to grow unchecked. During this period,
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changes also occurred to the northern area of the site, which seems to have
become more firmly established in agricultural use.

34

5.

DATING & PHASE PLAN

5.1
The site and buildings
The historical development of the site and buildings is shown in the two
following plans, the first one showing the dates of the surviving buildings and
site features and the second the dates of demolished structures and areas of
other possible archaeological remains. The colour coding relates to the main
phases of the site as follows.
Pre 1700:

Possible archaeological locations only.

1700-1784: Buildings and features shown on Gardner’s survey of 1784, which
would be principally the 1700 to 1720 house and gardens.
1784-1843: Buildings and features shown on the 1842 survey and 1843 tithe
map, covering the remaining period of the house as a family residence
and probably early adaptations for its use as an asylum, post 1835.
1843-1933: Buildings and features from the main period of the asylum.
1933 -2014: Buildings and features of the convent and care home.
The dating is taken from preceding sections 3.1 and 4 of the report.
5.2
The house
Floor plans of the house are also presented, on which the accumulated
alterations are identified. Most of these appear to be from the period after the
care home was established but some are clearly earlier.
This initial
interpretation is based on a rapid visual inspection and more detailed
investigation is needed to produce an accurate plan.
5.3
The garden planting
A further plan shows indicative dates of the tree and hedge planting in the
grounds.
No original C18 planting survives but several mature trees, in particular lime,
beech, oak and chestnut are identified. These could be descendants of the C18
planting. The approximate extent of the mid C19 planting is shown, based on
map evidence. This is taken as the last significant and deliberate change to the
garden design. Trees of species that were introduced into this country after
1840 are identified. These belong to a style of planting later than the mid C19
scheme. The extent of the current planting is also shown.
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Initial interpretation of previous alterations and additions to the house (in red).
Basement and ground floor.
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Initial interpretation of previous alterations and additions to the house (in red).
floor and attic.
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6.

SIGNIFICANCE

In assessing the significance of Plympton House it is convenient to consider the
different phases of building on the site chronologically in terms of their heritage
values.
6.1
Before 1700
With the exception of possible remains of lynchets to the north, the oldest
feature on the site is the prospect mound, if it is a siege mound as has been
suggested, although this seems unlikely. Assuming this to be a possibility, it will
have historical heritage value, both illustrative of this type of structure and
because of its association with the C11th or C12th sieges of the castle. It could
also hold archaeological material and be of evidential value.
The documentary record shows that prior to 1700 there had been buildings on
the site, which are most likely to have been houses along the George Lane
frontage, and that the site was cleared for the building of the house. Any
demolished buildings are likely to have stood in the kitchen garden area, where
the ground would subsequently have been repeatedly worked over, and the
former stable and service yard, which would have been disturbed on several
occasions by subsequent building and demolition. Nevertheless, remains may
survive in the ground and these areas have potential evidential value. It is also
conceivable that there are remains associated with Plympton Grange manor
house somewhere on the site although the location of this building does not
seem to be known.
6.2
1700 to 1835
Of the several phases of building on the site, its significance lies almost entirely
in the 1700-1720 house, gardens and associated structures. The house is of
outstanding architectural quality, reflected in its grade I listing, and is a fine
example of a country house of the period and style in this part of the county;
Bridget Cherry compares it with Mothecombe and Puslinch, but rather grander.
Of this important Devon group it is unusual in having Portland stone cladding on
the more usual, though also fairly uncommon, brickwork, and it is an early
example of brick building in this area. In addition its builders, Sir George Treby
and his son were among the most prominent public figures locally, occupied
high office in the land and were involved in major events in the history of the
nation.
Despite the numerous changes made during the life of the Plympton House as a
lunatic asylum, and later as a care home, most of the fine architectural details
of the building have survived and the walled gardens have remained essentially
complete. The planting and more vulnerable features of the 18th century garden
layout are no longer visible but archaeological evidence is likely to survive as do
several mature trees, in particular lime, beech, oak and chestnut, that could be
descendants of those planted in the 18th century and are therefore of particular
historical significance.
The work of this phase therefore has considerable historical heritage value,
being both illustrative of the country house and gardens of its time and
associated with the Treby family and their involvement in significant historic
events. It also has high aesthetic heritage value in the design of the house and
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gardens and, to some extent, artistic value in some of the finer details and the
craftsmanship displayed in their execution. Any archaeological remains of the
early garden layout are likely to have high evidential value.
6.3
1835 to 1934
Most of the work done during the period when Plympton House was a lunatic
asylum has been demolished or subsumed by later buildings. Much of it
appears to have been of a minor nature and probably included ad-hoc
alterations. Of the structures that do survive, the link corridor to the chapel
provides a not unpleasant enclosure to the service court and there is the
possibility that it was adapted from a structure contemporary with the house.
The early C20 ‘Georgian’ extension on the east side of the house is of no real
architectural quality and is entirely detrimental to the character of the original
building and its setting. It is clumsily attached, its scale clashes with that of the
historic building and it destroys the symmetry and invades the vitally important
space round the house.
Internal alterations to the house during this period were quite limited and
generally well detailed so, while they are to some extent detrimental to the
significance of the building, their impact is not as great as later alterations.
The survival that has the greatest heritage value is the informal planting
scheme of the early to mid 19th century, which was the last significant and
deliberate change to the garden design (see 5.3). No individual trees on the
site are believed to be much more than 100 years old at the most but the 19th
century planting has evolved through normal growth, decay and regeneration
and is particularly important both historically and aesthetically.
The history of the site and buildings during this period was undoubtedly relevant
to the social history of the C19th and early C20th. It would also have some
meaning for the historic identity of the town but, being an enclosed and rather
private place, largely hidden behind its high brick walls, would have been rather
set apart from the local community. The surviving physical evidence of this
history is limited and is unlikely to be particularly informative.
The fabric that survives from this period therefore has some limited historical
and communal heritage value, and perhaps evidential value in possible
archaeological remains from demolished structures, but apart from the link
corridor to the chapel, this is heavily outweighed by the damage it does to the
overall aesthetic value of the site and buildings. The most significant survival is
the informal planting scheme.
6.4
1934 to the present
None of the work done since Plympton House became a convent and care home
is of architectural quality, and with the exception of the 1980s and 90s
extensions has tended to be of an expedient nature and damaging to the
character of the C18th building and its setting. Though of more considered
design, the 1980s and 90s extensions are architecturally discordant, crowd
round the house, which was designed to stand alone in the landscape, and do
great harm to its setting. The encroachment into the field to the east to
accommodate the 1960s/ 1990s extension was particularly disruptive to the
historic plan of the site, breaking through one of its principal controlling lines.
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The internal alterations to the house are extensive and wholly detrimental but
fortunately most of them appear to be reversible.
The tree panting of this period has been generally piecemeal and some of it is
poorly related in style to preceding phases because of the predominance of
species introduced after 1840. It is therefore of little or no heritage value and
some of it, in particular the c 1960s trees and hedges around the George Lane
entrance are detrimental to the setting of the house.
As with the preceding phase, the history of the last eighty years may have some
limited communal heritage value but this is not dependent on the survival of
historic fabric and is likely to be well documented. Overall, therefore, this phase
of building is of no heritage value and its impact is detrimental to the
significance of the historic site and buildings.
6.5
Significance to the Plympton St Maurice Conservation Area.
The Plympton St Maurice Conservation Area Appraisal and Management Plan
interprets the significance of Plympton House and its gardens in the context of
the conservation area.
The house and grounds are identified as one of the main elements of the
conservation area, together with Fore Street with its long narrow burgage plots,
the castle, Pathfields and the fields south of Longbrook. As one of the green
spaces round the historic core it adds greatly to the townscape setting.
Important views identified within the conservation area include a glimpse view
of Plympton House from the castle, views out from the prospect mound and
views of the gateways in Longcause and George Lane with glimpses of the
house. It is observed that views of the house are very limited because of the
high boundary walls.
It is stated that the quality of buildings within the conservation area is very high
but that Plympton House is the only grade I listed building and a key landmark
building.
The management plan includes policies that are applicable to conservation areas
generally and support the general principle that development should preserve or
enhance the character of the conservation area. Policies and proposed action
that particularly affect Plympton House are:
To preserve the rural setting of the historic town, development on open
land to the north and south is to be resisted. This includes the grounds of
Plympton House.
The historic views and vistas identified in the appraisal are to be retained,
enhanced and restored.
The prospect mound was to be proposed for scheduling but it is
understood this is no longer being pursued.
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It was the intention to remove buildings from the Council’s Buildings at
Risk Register, which includes garden and boundary walls at Plympton
House and the gate piers in Longcause.

44

7.

HERITAGE IMPACT ASSESSMENT

A4

The proposals are shown in the application drawings and identified on the block
plan below.
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The proposals consist of:
• Demolition of several 20th century buildings and extensions.
• Removal of accumulated alterations to the 18th century house and
reversion to a single dwelling (unit 1).
• Conversion of and extensions to the existing dairy/stable and chapel to
form dwellings (units 2, 7 & 8).
• Construction of two new dwellings in the former service yard area (units 3
& 4).
• Construction of two new dwellings in the north-west corner of the site,
with access off George Lane (units 5 & 6).
• Construction of two new dwellings in the garden area north of the 1990s
east wing (units 9 &10).
• Conversion of the 1990s wing to the east of the house to form four
dwellings (units 11 to 14).
• Associated external works and landscape works.
During the development of the scheme numerous options were investigated and
their impacts evaluated and the proposals with the greatest overall heritage
benefits adopted.
The heritage impacts are as follows.
Demolition
The demolition of the 1980s Sisters’ accommodation block to the north-west of
the house, the small structure attached to the north-west corner of the house
and the pre-1933 extension to the north-east of the house will greatly improve
the setting of the house by reopening the space around it. The demolition of
the mortuary will reopen the north end of the original service drive, allowing this
area to be seen in its 18th century context. Unfortunately the removal of more
of the later buildings is considered impractical as the economic viability of the
scheme relies on the retention of the 1990s east extension.
Removal of alterations to 18th century house and return to use as single
dwelling, Unit 1
The accumulated alterations to the house are detrimental to its character and
their reversal will be entirely beneficial. The objective of the proposed work is
to remove the damaging additions and alterations, carry out necessary repairs
and make the improvements necessary to return it to use as a single dwelling to
21st century standards of comfort and convenience. Priority will be given to
conserving the historic building fabric and maintaining the 18th century
character of the building. However some alterations are of good quality and do
not detract from the design integrity of the 18th century house and where these
would suit the layout of a present day dwelling it is proposed that they will be
retained. The design and specification of the works will be in accordance with
sound conservation practice and will be based on a detailed investigation of the
building fabric to distinguish between the 18th century work and later
interventions. It is to be anticipated that a future owner will carry out further
works to their personal requirements, particularly in the basement and attic.
It is proposed that the existing link between the house and chapel building will
be partly demolished and a new structure erected to provide garaging for the
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house. The vaulted structure of the link appears to be an extension of the
covered area on the north side of the basement, so there will be some loss of
possibly 18th century fabric. However, this is of limited extent and the façade of
the building is probably of late 19th century date and of a less significant phase.
For the house to revert to being a single residence after almost 2 centuries will
be a very significant improvement in heritage terms.
Unit 2
• Conversion of the surviving eastern section of the dairy/ stable and its
extension on the footprint of the previously demolished western section to
provide a single dwelling.
• Car parking to the west and the designation of the Mound Garden as its
private garden.
Alterations to the historic fabric of the existing building will have a low heritage
impact, the building having already undergone much ad-hoc alteration, so that
much of the old construction has been lost. The conversion and extension of
the old building to domestic use will result in a change in character but it will
reinstate the enclosure of the access driveway that was lost by the demolition of
the former building and enhance the view of the house through the gateway.
The proposed extension will be higher than the demolished building and be
visible from within the mound garden, rising above the head of the garden wall
but its design embodies the character of the service buildings in form and
materials. The formation of the proposed new openings in the 18th century
garden wall will cause the loss of a significant amount of historic fabric and
change its appearance but the details will minimise this impact.
The
construction of a new conservatory within the mound garden against the south
side of the wall will affect the character of this area but it will be of an
appropriate form, resembling a former greenhouse and its impact will not be
greatly detrimental.
The closing off of the mound garden from the rest of the kitchen gardens will
detract from the completeness of the whole and its character will be changed by
its becoming the garden of a private residence with the domestic activity,
garden furniture and the like that it will introduce. However, this change will be
hidden from wider view by the high garden walls and the trees will have the
protection of TPOs. It could also be seen in the context of historical changes
from kitchen garden to formal garden with prospect mound and subsequent
informal planting.
Excavation for foundations could disturb possible remains of previous garden
layouts and pre-1700 buildings.
Units 3 & 4
• Two new dwellings on the site of the existing car park and the grassed
area to the north.
• Enclosure of the tree covered area around unit 4 to provide its private
garden.
• Removal of trees, mainly on the road frontage and introduction of new
tree planting.
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Historically this part of the site was occupied by service yards and buildings and
the proposed dwellings grouped together with units 2, 7 and 8 will form a
courtyard and recreate that former spatial character. The change to domestic
use and the activity that generates will result in a change in character. The new
buildings will be some way from the house and not have a major impact on its
immediate setting. They will however be prominent in the approach to the
house and be visible in George Lane. The design will relate to that of the
existing buildings in the service yard in form and materials, being of brickwork
with slate covered roofs and timber windows.
The existing 1960s trees on the road frontage currently intrude on the view of
the house, they are of no significant heritage value and removing them will help
to return this view to something like that seen in the 1933 Country Life
photograph. The proposed new tree planting will be more appropriate to the
historic setting and will partially screen the new buildings from George Lane.
Building in this location will require the removal of a small number of trees in
the tree belt but these are not of great heritage value, being predominantly of
species introduced after 1840 and several are in poor condition.
The enclosure of the tree covered area to provide the garden of unit 4 will
change its character but this will be limited by the existing retained trees and
the new planting, which, combined with the screening provided by walls and
fences will restrict the area from which it can be seen. Historically, tree planting
in this area was very sparse until the time of the 1950s / 60s road widening, in
fact the map evidence suggests the service yards extended into this area at
various times, so any impact on its historical significance will be negligible.
Excavation for foundations of the new buildings may disturb remains of the
former service buildings and yards.
Units 5 & 6
• Two new dwellings north of the tree belt above the former service yards,
within the existing field.
• Formation of a new shared access off George Lane, through a new
opening in the field wall.
• Formation of private gardens and tree planting.
This area of the site is the least historically significant, there is no record of any
former historic building on it and it was not part of the formal gardens, having
been at different times a productive garden or orchard, service yard and part of
the wider parkland. The boundary wall dates from the c 1960s road widening so
the formation of the access will not damage any historic fabric.
The houses and their gardens will be separated from the historic house and
gardens by the existing tree belt and will have little impact on its immediate
setting. Being built on previously open ground they will have a visual impact on
George Lane and cause some intensification of the existing residential
development. However, they will not affect the frontage of the historic site as
defined by the high brick boundary wall, being some way to the north. They are
of contemporary design with flat roofs, timber cladding to the upper storey,
concrete below and colour coated metal windows. Their form and materials do

48

not relate directly to the existing buildings elsewhere on the site but are such
that they will not be unduly prominent in the surrounding landscape.
Within the broader context of the conservation area, the development of this
area of open ground will have a very small impact on the setting of Plympton St
Maurice, and it will also be visible at a distance from the Ridgeway but these
impacts will be limited by existing vegetation and mitigated by new tree
panting.
Units 7 & 8
• Conversion and extension of the chapel building to provide two residential
units.
• Existing chapel garden adapted to accommodate a realigned access road
and sub-divided to provide a front garden and car parking to each unit.
• Private gardens created on the site of the demolished 1980s block,
including new enclosing walls and tree planting.
As with the rest of the residential development in the former service yard area
the activity generated by domestic use will cause some change in character.
The appearance of the building will be changed, particularly by the substantial
extension and introduction of a gabled upper storey in the roof but, although it
is potentially of some historic interest (as stated in 3.1.7, detailed investigation
would be required to establish if any historic fabric survives within the existing
structure), the building is not of significant architectural value.
The
enlargement will be considerable and the hipped roof form changed by the
introduction of gables but the essential scale and character of the existing
building will be maintained. This is partly achieved by the reuse of existing
small-pane sash windows from the demolition of the early 20th century east
wing, which are very similar to the existing windows of the chapel building. The
reuse of what might be regarded as architectural salvage raises a point of
conservation practice but in this instance it is considered appropriate. This
building is visually prominent in the approach to the historic house and its
appearance is therefore particularly important. The alterations and extensions
will not be at all detrimental to the setting of the house.
The changes to the existing chapel garden will require demolition of most of the
pre-1840s garden walls but these have previously been greatly reduced in
height. The proposed courtyard, with new enclosing walls, will have something
of the character to the former service yards that have occupied this site,
although somewhat disrupted by the need to accommodate car parking. It will
reinstate the enclosure on the north side of the existing access drive, which will
be visually important in the approach to the main house and in screening
domestic activity in these gardens. The proposed rear gardens, screened from
the historic house by walls and trees will contribute positively to the setting and
the trees will recreate planting that existed up until the 1980s.
Units 9 and 10
• Two new dwellings within the existing 1990s garden area to the east wing
extension and associated external works and planting, including enclosure
of the tree-covered area to the north as private gardens.
• Extension of the existing access road above the north walled garden of
the house to serve a new car park between units 9 and 10 and 11 to 14.
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Until at least the 1960s the present garden area was pasture land outside the
18th century formal gardens so the proposed buildings will not be in an
historically sensitive area. The regrettable encroachment of the existing garden
and east wing into the field was referred to in 6.4 and the building of units 9
and 10 will not increase this encroachment. They will be set in a hollow and,
while they will be visible from the south-east in Longcause in limited and distant
views, the lower storey will be hidden and their impact on the setting of
Plympton House will be slight. The houses and their gardens will be visible from
the historic house in an oblique view, which will be partly screened by the
retained 1990s block and the high wall of the north walled garden and new tree
planting.
The new buildings are of contemporary design, largely unrelated to the
architecture of the existing buildings, although the roofs will be of similar pitch,
the lower storey will be of rubble masonry and the upper storey and roof zinc
clad, which when weathered will be of similar colour to the slate of the existing
roofs. The form of the buildings will minimise their apparent mass, and the dull
grey of the zinc will help them to merge into the background.
Historic maps show that the tree-covered area to the north was first planted in
the early 20th century. Enclosing it for private gardens will have some effect on
its character but this will not have an impact on historic planting and is unlikely
to affect the setting of the house. The proposed extension of the access road
will be within the area of the 18th century formal tree-planted lawn but will not
involve excavation or changes in level so its physical impact will be minimal.
However it will effectively separate the house from its former ‘back lawn’. Some
of the trees in this area may be descendants of those planted in the 18th century
but none will be disturbed.
Units 11 to 14
The adverse impact of the existing 1990s east wing was described in 6.4, and it
is regrettable that it is not economically feasible to demolish it. As with the
other units, the change of this wing to domestic use, with the activity it
generates will change the character. Its conversion to dwellings will involve
some changes in its appearance but these will be fairly minor and have no
significant additional impact on the setting of the house. The construction of a
new wall between this building and the house, while providing the necessary
privacy will interrupt the open aspect from the house to the field on the east.
However, historically the area to the east of the house may well have been a
walled garden, although unit 14 now encroaches on the historic garden area.
The enclosure of the individual front gardens, necessary for privacy and to
screen them from view, will reinforce the existing awkward relationship with the
field but overall, the proposed external works with suitable planting will not be
greatly detrimental to the setting of the house. The creation of private gardens
and car parking on the north side of the converted building will have only a
minor impact, as they will be screened by new walls and the slope of the ground
to the east.
Overall heritage impacts
Individually the elements of the proposals listed above will have impacts that,
while falling short of returning the house and garden to something fully
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resembling their 18th century state, which could be seen as an ideal, will on
balance be beneficial to the historic site and buildings, notably by the demolition
of most of the later buildings that are damaging to the setting of the house, the
reversal of previous inappropriate and ill considered interventions and repairs to
the historic fabric.
The conversion and extension of existing outbuildings will cause some loss of
historic fabric but this will be of a minor nature, except for the formation of
openings in the blind arcades of the garden wall to the south of unit 2.
The proposals will have an impact on the character of the site by the change
from a single institution to individual dwellings and the introduction of new
development, and inevitably some of its impacts will be detrimental. However,
what could have been damaging impacts have been kept to a minimum by
placing the new development in the least historically sensitive areas of the site,
ie the area of the former service yard and buildings, the north-west corner of
the site and the 1990s garden, avoiding development in the formal 18th century
gardens.
Extending unit 2 into the mound garden will have an impact but this will be
confined within this area and not visible outside the high brick walls.
The impact of the new development will be mitigated by the details of design,
use of the most suitable materials and landscape works, and the screening of
car parking and private gardens.
A less tangible impact is the division of the site into separate ownerships. It will
cease to be managed as a whole and the character of each area will develop in
its own way. This will cut across the completeness of the historic design of the
site and it will no longer be possible to experience the whole. The scope of
future alternative uses of the site will be restricted and, ultimately, the potential
for future restoration of the garden as a whole will be lost. However the impact
will be minimised by the divisions being arranged, as far as possible, along the
regulating lines of the 18th century plan and the walled gardens to north and
south will continue to be attached to the house, as will the greater part of the
kitchen gardens. It is of course possible that ownerships could be recombined
in the future.
Despite the unavoidable detrimental impacts of the development, it is this that
will make possible the considerable overall improvements to the historic site, far
outweighing any harm done.
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