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THE CONTINUING EROSION OF PERIOD DETAIL

Charles Brooking

One of the most worrying and destructive aspects of the restoration and refurbishment 
of 18th century and 19th century houses over the last fifteen years has been the 
erosion of superb and irreplaceable period joinery details. In the late 18th and early 
19th centuries, these details lent an extraordinary elegance to so many facades with their 

slender glazing-bar detailing, door cases and the handling of fanlights and fine subtly-treated 
door panel mouldings. Once lost and replaced by inappropriate and clumsy substitutes, these 
features and the buildings are irrevocably damaged. Not only do bad replacement features 
destroy the elegant aspect of the remaining fabric of the building, but, not withstanding their 
usually short life (already, 1970s sash windows are needing replacement because of rot), it will 
be impossible to reinstate what was lost because no record will exist. Even where buildings 
have been photographed, accumulated layers of paint obscure moulding profiles on doors, 
and only measured drawings and samples can provide an accurate record of shutter 
mouldings, glazing-bar profiles, or crown glass, where it survives prior to refurbishment 
(being irreplaceable).

Fig. 1. Cast lead fanlight rescued from the debris of the half-demolished Chinese Embassy in October-November 
1980. This house, No. 51 Portland Place, became part of the Chinese Embassy c!950. Nos. 49 and 51 Portland Place 
were built by James Gibson as part of the Adam Brothers’ development of Portland Place in 1785. The complete main 
entrance door-case with the carved rams’ heads was also recovered from the Embassy.
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In 1976 and 1981, most of James Burton’s development in Burton Street, Bloomsbury, 
was mutilated by a refurbishment project. Until then, the reeded door-cases, fanlights, 
shutters, glazing-bars and crown glass survived externally. Internally, many original reeded 
marble chimney-pieces survived, along with Carron hob grates, simple, elegant staircases with 
wrought-iron newel posts and simple mahogany hand-rails and balusters. A delightful feature 
of this development was the use of reeded architraves with gesso lions’ masks or rosettes at the 
corners, all of which were ripped out and ‘skipped’. In 1976, when the first group of houses 
was refurbished, everything but the roof and walls was stripped out ruthlessly. No attempt was 
made to reproduce the glazing-bars, or even door-case mouldings, correctly, let alone the 
panels and mouldings to the front doors. Banal joinery details replaced the originals; clumsy 
glazing-bars, cheap off-the-peg panel mouldings, modern architraves, and the total loss of the 
shutters completely destroyed these houses from the historic and aesthetic points of view. Fine 
lead fanlights were systematically scrapped and replaced by plain glass, the architect believing 
that it was not viable to strip down and restore them. This kind of vandalism in the name of 
restoration should have ceased in the enthusiasm for conservation of the 1980s, but it still goes 
on.

Until the end of last year, one of the most interesting smaller terraced houses survived 
unaltered in the North Gower Street area of London. This house retained its original glazing,

Fig. 2. Display panel in the Brooking Collection, showing an architrave from Stoke Park Mansion, Guildford (cl760), 
half-stripped architrave section from 49 Portland Place (cl785) and lion’s-mask reeded architraves from windows at 
Charlwood House, Surrey (cl810—1815).
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including the only surviving example in the area of a round-headed sash window, complete 
with glazing-bars, and a front door with an unusual panel arrangement (once common in the 
area) having a circular panel within the top half and bold reeding in the lower panel. These 
details, along with everything except the ground-floor wall, were swept away. The house is 
currently being re-built. One hopes that a careful record was made of the original features 
before work began, so that they can be reinstated.

Fanlights, sash windows, door-cases, hob grates, newel posts, architraves and skirtings 
were recovered for the Brooking collection from Burton Street and the North Gower Street 
area.

In 1984, the Property Services Agency approached the Brooking Collection for 
information on 1820s shutter mouldings and glazing-bar profiles of the type that would have 
been used in Richmond Terrace, Whitehall, when it was built in 1821. During the demolition 
of the rear of this terrace in 1980, a complete staircase window was recovered for the 
Collection, with shutters and architrave sections. Later in the demolition, apparently all the 
original windows had been removed from the facade, no record being kept of the original 
lamb’s-tongue mouldings, which did survive prior to demolition in great quantity on the first 
and second floors. Correctly-detailed sash windows were reproduced for the terrace, along 
with shutters and architraves, using the Brooking Collection’s specimens as masters. So often 
in restoration, architects are told by builders and joinery contractors that it is impossible to 
produce such slender glazing-bars and delicate mouldings. A glance at Richmond Terrace 
and other accurate restorations will help disprove this.

Fig. 3. Door and window details lost in 1978, when houses in North Gower Street, Euston, were rebuilt in the ‘neo
Georgian’ style. The sash window, with its gothick glazing-bars, was in superb condition, and dates from cl822—1825.
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Figs. 4 and 5. 178 North Gower Street, Euston, C1823-25. Although the upper storeys of No 178, adjoining Simmons, 
were demolished some years previously, the houses retain much of the original details, which have been recorded and 
reinstated in the reconstruction. These houses were demolished and rebuilt in 1978—79.
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A well-known site, where the simple elegance lent to a facade by slender meeting-rails 
and glazing-bars has been lost through heavier replacements, is the 1970s reconstruction of 
the West Strand Improvements (designed by Nash and built c. 1830—31), now Coutts Bank. 
The original windows to the ‘Pepper Pot’ on the corner of Adelaide Street and The Strand 
retained all their original details and could easily have been copied correctly.

It is hoped that funds will be raised to establish the Brooking Collection as a major 
resource centre with an emphasis on the less obvious aspects of 18th and 19th century 
detailing, such as architraves, skirtings, glazing-bar and door mouldings, which are not 
necessarily preserved by the architectural salvage companies, who recover items like marble 
chimney-pieces and stained glass. (Although architraves will be partially stripped to reveal 
mouldings obscured by paint, great care will be taken to preserve some paint build-up for the 
study of paint and colour development.) This record will explain the evolution of mouldings, 
doors, windows, firegrates and staircases. Hopefully, not only will it prevent misunderstand
ing in the reproduction of lost details, but it will promote the correct re-use of architectural 
salvage (a controversial subject).

The whole language of external and internal ironmongery should receive detailed 
attention, this area being a minefield. Inappropriate brass knockers and letter-plates are fitted 
wholesale (many having names such as ‘The Georgian Suite’), often with disastrous results, 
original simple iron rim locks, door knobs and latches being removed in the process.

The Brooking Collection will, it is hoped, help promote a more careful approach to 
restoration work. Perhaps conversations like this (so often overheard) will become part of the 
past:

Builder: ‘Well, Sir, it would be much cheaper and more cost-effective to replace all the 
internal doors and the windows, because they’re all clogged up with paint and look tatty. I 
suggest the ‘Georgian’ range made by XXX.’

Client: ‘Good idea. It’ll save all round.’

FOOTNOTE

The Brooking Collection is currently being moved to Thames Polytechnic’s premises at 
Wapping, to form a study collection for students of the built environment. It is hoped, when 
an appropriate is building is found and funds raised, to house a major part in London for the 
use of professionals and the public.
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