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Introduction 

Since its inception in 1987 the Buildings Section of the Devonshire Association has had at 

its heart a remit to record agricultural buildings under threat. This was ably carried out 

under the tenure of Brian Rolf and John Cann as primary Recorders with the assistance of 

many others. The plans prepared by Brian and John for the reports on the various 

buildings were meticulously and beautifully drawn. After the death of Brian and the 

retirement of John, an attempt was made to carry on the work of the Recorders in a 

different format. The use of photographs to record buildings, if carried out in a systematic 

way, can be an effective means of registering the existing state of important buildings for 

posterity.  

The charming building at Kelly, comprising a granary with dovecote over, was chosen as 

the first subject of the revived Recorders. It was ‘discovered’ by Helen Wilson and 

Anthony Lewis on a visit to Kelly church in July 2013 and suggested as a suitable 

candidate for surveying owing to its obvious importance as a vernacular agricultural 

building and its dilapidated state. It was not until August 2015, however, that work began 

to record the building. Four members, Jonathan Aylett, Brian Scott Quinn, Anthony Lewis 

and Helen Wilson, visited the site with the permission and co-operation of the owner 

Warin Kelly. Numerous photographs were taken and measurements and other details 

recorded . 

The Granary and the Dovecote as Agricultural Buildings 

The introduction of the granary as a new building type on English farms stems from the 

agricultural revolution of the mid 1700s when increases in crop production necessitated 

the storage of grain. Brunskill (1999) identifies the most common type of granary as a 

square, freestanding structure set on a griddle of staddles carved in stone or constructed 

of brick. This arrangement helped to keep the grain dry and out of reach of vermin, as 

well as providing additional ventilation to prevent premature germination or mildew. 

Inside, the grain was often stored in bins to reduce bulk, further helping to dry it out. The 

walls were smooth, either lined with close-fitting boards or plastered and limewashed. 

Small free-standing granaries were among the first agricultural buildings to become 

completely redundant, after improvements in transportation in the second half of the 

C19th. The cost of repairing and maintaining granaries through the C20th outweighed 

their economic benefit and stone staddles became desirable garden ornaments. 

Dovecotes (also known as columbaria and culver-houses) have been used for many 

centuries to house domestic pigeons to provide meat for the table. Dung from the 

dovecote was a useful by-product and valuable agriculturally and for other purposes. 

The Romans may have incorporated columbaria in the designs of their villas and it is 

known that the Normans provided housing for pigeons in their castles and in circular 

stone dovecotes. However, modifications of the basic plan influenced by changing 

architectural fashion and the use of different building materials have resulted in a great 

variety of design, with square and rectangular designs soon introduced after circular 
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ones. Many dovecotes incorporated a glover (cupola or lantern) at the apex of the roof 

as an entrance for the birds but in some cases dormer openings served the same 

purpose and were sometimes fitted with shutters to keep out nocturnal intruders, to 

confine the birds for culling, and to regulate ventilation. Internally, dovecotes are lined 

with nest holes with integral landing ledges arranged in a variety of patterns. In circular 

dovecotes an ingenious contraption known as a ‘potence’ was used as an early labour-

saving device. The structure consisted of a central stout wooden pole, pivoted above 

and below. One or two ladders were attached to lateral arms, the whole assembly 

rotating to provide convenient access to the nests at all levels. In square or rectangular 

dovecotes the nests were normally accessed from ladders. 

For convenience, both granaries and dovecotes have been combined with other 

agricultural buildings. Most commonly a granary was raised over a cart shed or barn, 

providing additional safety from vermin. Although doveholes have often been 

incorporated into the walls of barns and other agricultural buildings, including granaries, 

the combination of a granary with dovecote over is uncommon. Only a few examples 

exist nationwide and just two in Devon. 

The Granary-Dovecote at Kelly 

Location 

The village of Kelly is located on the western border of Devon about 8 miles north-west of 

Tavistock (Fig. 1). The Granary-Dovecote sits at the entrance to Kelly House (SX 395 814) 

adjacent to stables and other agricultural buildings (Fig. 2). 

▼ 

Figure 1: Location of Kelly in Devon 
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Kelly House and Estate 

According to the Kelly House website the name Kelly is probably derived from a Celtic 

word meaning a woodland clearing. Around 1100 Martin de Kelly was connected with 

the site and about 50 years later, in the reign of Henry II, Nicholas de Kelly held a manor 

there. Thirty one generations of the family have lived at Kelly since. Sir William de Kelly 

began to build the church (Grade I listed) next to the house in 1252. 

The manor house (Grade I listed) has been altered considerably over that time and what 

remains is predominantly Tudor and Georgian (Fig. 3). The remnants of a medieval house, 

much altered in the Tudor period, consist of a kitchen (now used as a tea room) and a 

porch, though the carved timbers of the previous Great Hall still exist in the roof. By 1742 

Arthur Kelly of Kelly replaced part of the Tudor house with an elegant early Georgian 

building designed by Abraham Rundle of Tavistock. In 1877 a new wing was added to 

house an organ room and estate office. 

Through the nineteenth century the family continued to live the lives of prosperous 

country squires devoted to their estate of over 2,800 acres, mostly farmland, and the 

communities within it. The only Kelly to venture far was Admiral Benedictus Kelly, whose 

business interests in railways and shipping enabled him to finance Kelly College in 

Tavistock in 1877 for the sons of naval officers. 

▼ 

Figure 2: Location of the Granary-Dovecote in Kelly 

(Scale 1:1250) 
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It was in the C20th that the family were beset by financial problems, as were so many 

other country house owners. After the death of two heirs in quick succession, death 

duties necessitated the sale of all but 56 acres. Problems did not end there as the cost of 

maintenance became a drain on resources. This is evident in the dilapidated state of 

much of the house and outbuildings. The family is now finding new ways of funding 

maintenance and generating income through B&B and tours, and restoration of parts of 

the house has taken place. However, understandably, priority is given to living areas  and 

buildings such as the Granary-Dovecote receive minimal attention. 

The Granary-Dovecote 

The Granary-Dovecote at Kelly lies on the north-east side of the entrance to Kelly House 

(Fig. 4) adjacent to, but separate from, a 19th century cart house and a substantial 

stable block of 1740 (Grade II*). There are further agricultural buildings, including a barn 

(Grade II) a short distance along a cobbled lane to the north. 

The Kelly family has no record of the date of the building but the consensus is that it is 

18th century. The granary appears on an undated late 18th/early 19th century estate 

map. Warin Kelly can remember grain being stored in the granary when he was young in 

the late 1940s/early 1950s when his father was still farming. No doves occupied the 

building at that time. 

(a) Structure of the Building 

The Granary-Dovecote was not included in the first swathe of listings in Kelly village in 

1952, supervised by the Inspectorate of Ancient Monuments, that included Kelly House, 

the Stable Block and the Barn to the north. When the building was scheduled in 1967 and 

assigned Grade II status, the description was very brief, slightly inaccurate and included 

no detail on the interior. 

Figure 3: Kelly House showing Medieval/Tudor section with 

Georgian additions behind 
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The complete listing reads: 

Granary with dovecot over. Circa early C18. Flemish bond brick with pyramidal 

slate roof. Rectangular granary on 10 brick staddles with slate caps supporting 

a timber frame on which the granary stands, with first floor dovecot with gabled 

dove entrance in roof on west side. Entrances to granary and dovecot on west 

side. Additional piers added for support probably in C19. 

The interior was not inspected at all. There are, in fact, two gabled openings in the roof, 

one on the west and another on the east. The building was also mentioned very briefly 

by Copeland (1943) in a survey of dovecotes in Devon and described as ‘a small square 

brick-built granary. on 11 pillars, and with a pyramidal roof. It is of two storeys, and the 

upper chamber is said to have served as a pigeon-house’. 

To all intents and purposes, the building is square, rather than rectangular, being about 

5.3 m on each side (Figs 5, 6, 7, & 8). From the top of the staddles to the eaves measures 

nearly 5 m making the body of the building almost cuboid. The staddles and the walls of 

the building are made of brick (Fig. 9). The story passed down in the Kelly family is that 

clay for the bricks came from North Park wood about ½ a mile to the north. 

There are 12 staddles supporting the building, rather than 10 or 11, as well as a wooden 

post on the west side. The original staddles are assumed to be those at each corner and 

in the centre of each elevation, making eight. Two have been added on the east side 

and another on the west to provide additional support. The single staddle under the 

building (Fig. 10) may be an altered original but possibly an addition at the same time as 

the others. The staddles are constructed of more or less square brick piers, each topped 

by an overhanging slate capstone surmounted by the timber frame. Evident on the west 

side there is another layer of slate between the frame and the bricks (Fig. 11). It would be 

logical to assume this additional damp course was applied throughout but this could not 

Figure 4: Stable block, cart house and Granary-Dovecote at the 

entrance to Kelly House 
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Figure 5: The south west corner showing 

entrances on the west elevation 

Figure 6: The north elevation with postbox 

and original staddles 

Figure 7: The east elevation with window 

and additional staddles 

Figure 8: The south elevation with no 

construction features 
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Figure 9: An original staddle below the north elevation with 

cement capping 

Figure 10: Staddle in a central position beneath the building 

with slate capping and brick packing 

Figure 11: Layer of slate between the timber frame and the 

bricks on the west side 
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be ascertained. At some point an attempt was made to protect the tops of the staddles 

from the elements by adding cement cappings. 

Access to both the granary and the dovecote is via separate doorways in the west 

elevation (Fig. 5). The steps to both the lower and upper doorways are no longer extant. 

The inherent weakness in the construction caused by the openings led to an extra 

staddle being added, though without a capstone, as well as a timber post to the right of 

the rotting door cill. The north elevation (Fig. 6 and front cover) has been used to house a 

post box that is set into the bricks. It was obviously inserted after the granary was built, as 

national postal services did not begin until 1837. There are no additional staddles on this 

side, whereas the east elevation (Fig. 7) has two. On that side there is also a small 

unglazed window with three upright metal bars and internal chicken wire, allowing light 

and air into the granary. The south elevation (Fig. 8) is featureless and has no additional 

staddles. 

The pyramidal roof of the Granary-Dovecote is covered with slates, thought to be 

Delabole. They vary in size, though not uniformly, which may reflect ad-hoc repairs over 

the years. Within the roof are set two gables, one on the west side and the other on the 

east. These were probably louvered at one time, allowing access for the birds as well as 

ventilation. They are now boarded up to deter Jackdaws. It is possible that the gables 

were for ventilation only and that access for the birds was via a cupola set in the top of 

the roof that has been removed. This is substantiated by the presence of four or five 

courses of much wider slates around the apex of the roof, as if inserted later, and the 

amount of internal packing material used to support what may now be an inherently 

unstable arrangement. 

The opening for the doorway to the granary is 

supported by a brick arch above (Fig. 12). The door is 

about 1 m wide and 2 m high and constructed of five 

planks. A zinc sheet is tacked to the base of the door 

to afford some protection to it and the oak cill 

beneath. On the inside the door bears a wooden lock 

cover (Fig. 13) and iron strap hinges. 

Internally, wooden posts mark out the position of six 

bins for the grain (Fig. 14). The lower half of each post is 

slotted so that the wooden boards that formed the 

walls of the bins could be removed for ease of access. 

The walls of the granary were probably once plastered 

and lime-washed, as patches of white remain. 

The ceiling of the granary is constructed of substantial 

beams, probably oak, supporting the boards for the 

floor above. In places beams are supplemented with 

additional timber (Fig. 15). A single bat was observed 

asleep in the corner of the granary. 

Figure 12: Detail of the brick arch 

above the granary doorway 
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Figure 13: The inside of the granary door with wooden lock 

cover 

Figure 14: The inside of the granary with posts slotted for the 

boards of the grain bins  

Figure 15: A cracked cross beam strengthened with 

additional timber 
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Between the beams ‘carpenter’s marks’ (or assembly marks) were evident (Fig. 16). These 

use a system similar to Roman numerals, except that the number four is represented by IIII 

rather than IV. The marks V and VI could be seen elsewhere. 

The door of the dovecote is now accessed by ladder. Again, the opening is supported 

by a brick arch. The door is about 1 m wide and less than 2 m high and is constructed of 

three planks. The lock cover and hinges are similar to those used on the granary door. 

Inside, the walls are covered in recesses between the bricks for the nesting birds (Fig. 17). 

Figure 16: Carpenter’s marks on the timbers in the roof of the 

granary 

Figure 17: The inside of the dovecote with recesses for the doves to perch and nest  
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A shaped piece of slate sits at the base of each recess. This serves to line the bottom of 

the opening and protrudes to act as a perch (Fig. 18). 

The room is open to what appears to be a jumble of roughly sawn oak timbers in the roof 

above (Fig. 19). It is evident that the structure has been strengthened and added to over 

the years. Aside from the original roof beams, a main support appears to be several 

timbers braced horizontally one above the other and secured with an iron bolt. Above 

that an upright timber, packed tight with smaller pieces, holds up the apex of the roof. 

Figure 18: One of the nest holes with slate lining 

Figure 19: The complex roof structure 
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Between the original beams there are rafters of smaller dimensions. Lathes and plaster 

are attached to the rafters beneath the slates. 

(b) Condition of the Building 

It is in the dovecote that the condition of the roof is most apparent. There are several 

places where slates have been dislodged and large holes allow water ingress. Jackdaws 

have been using the dovecote as a nesting and roosting place for decades, with a large 

build-up of waste material sitting on the floor, adding to the retention of moisture. Worm 

infestation and wet rot are evident in the floor timbers when viewed from the granary 

below (Fig. 20). 

There are serious cracks in the brickwork and much of the cement applied to the 

staddles is cracking and falling away (Fig. 21), which may be affecting the supporting 

timber frame. 

Figure 20: Worm infestation and wet rot in the timbers of the 

roof of the granary  

Figure 21: Cracked brickwork and deteriorating staddle on 

the north-west corner 
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The west wall is braced against the cart house next door (Fig. 22) but whether this has 

much effect is debatable. The cill of the granary door is rotting away, the door itself is 

showing signs of deterioration and there is a large hole in the floor just inside (Fig. 23). 

Repairs to the structure have been carried out from time to time by the Kellys. English 

Heritage (now Historic England) monitored the cracks in the brickwork over a two-year 

period about 15 years ago and concluded that the main movement had occurred some 

time ago. It is unlikely that any form of grant is available for repair or restoration.  

(c) Importance of the Building 

According to Copeland (1943), dovecotes are not very common in Devon. A more 

favoured way of raising birds for food is said to be with rows of pigeon-holes in the walls 

of buildings. There are about 30 buildings listed by Historic England that include some 

form of provision for raising birds. Quite a few of these are agricultural buildings, such as 

Figure 22: The west elevation braced against the adjacent 

cart house 

Figure 23: The rotted timber of the granary door cill and the 

holed floor inside 



14 

 

barns that have external nesting holes or small internal arrangements. Buildings devoted 

entirely to raising birds are often the familiar circular dovecotes, such as the one at 

Pridhamsleigh, near Staverton, that is visible from the A38. Other structures that were 

once circular dovecotes exist at Powderham Castle (now a dwelling known as the 

Round House) and at Stoke Rivers near Barnstaple (converted for the keeping of bees). 

Dedicated dovecotes combined with other agricultural buildings are quite rare: one 

exists over a carriage house at Belthayes Farm near Broadhembury and another over a 

stable block at Colston House near Buckfastleigh. Even more rare are dovecotes 

combined with a granary. The only building comparable with the one at Kelly is at 

Smallacombe Farm near Lifton (Fig. 24). This is described by Historic England as: 

Granary with dovecot over. Circa early C18. Flemish bond brick with 

bitumen-painted slate roof with low pitched gables at ends and to the front. 

2 storeys with granary raised on 12 brick staddles and first floor dovecot. 

This building was also described by Copeland (1943), who was cited by Historic England. 

Confusingly, he states that the granary is on the first floor and that there are eight 

staddles. He does, however, comment that it is ‘a most unusual and unexpected 

combination of dovecote and granary’ and describes it as being rectangular in plan. 

Copeland recorded the dimensions to be about 35 ft (10.7 m) high and 18 ft (5.5 m) wide 

from east to west. This means it is taller than the Kelly building but on one side at least 

much the same width. 

Although some aspects of the architecture of the building at Smallacombe seems rather 

more grand than at Kelly, the Smallacombe Granary-Dovecote is accorded Grade II* 

status. One significant difference between the Smallacombe building and the one at 

Figure 24: The Granary-Dovecote 

at Smallacombe in 1991 

Peter Hirst 
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Kelly is that the former is rectangular. This indicates that the Kelly Granary-Dovecote, 

being square in plan, is unique in Devon. 

The importance of the Kelly Granary-Dovecote within Devon is clear. It became 

redundant as an agricultural building decades ago, which means it has not been altered 

or adapted for other uses. Conversely, the fact that no practical use can be found for 

such a building means it will not attract funding for restoration. One wonders how Royal 

Mail may react to the possible demise of this interesting and unique building (Fig. 25). 

Figure 25: The post being collected at Kelly 
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