
RETHATCHING A SEVENTEENTH CENTURY LOCAL COTTAGE  

20 ROSE LANE MELBOURN 

This small cottage “one up, one down” was re thatched in February 2015.  

BACKGROUND TO THATCHING FAMILY 

The current directors of the company carrying out the thatching are the third generation with the grandfather starting 

the business in 1920.  There is a great grandson training which could extend the business to the fourth generation. 

The father, who has now died, started working as an apprentice at the age of 15.  All five of his sons started in the 

business, although some have now set up their own businesses so the current company directors are two twin brothers 

and a long term employee.  The brothers have been working with the firm for 22 and 21 years respectively.   

The mother still takes a keen interest and used to do the bookkeeping.  

THE TEAM 

There are normally four to six in a team.   

In the team working on this cottage there was one of the brothers, two long term employees, another experienced 

thatcher and a trainee.  One of the long term employees had worked for 40 years for the firm and was then 56.  His 

mother applied to the firm for him when he was 16. 

Another local thatcher still has a 74 year old owner working on roofs.

Training takes 5-7 years and learning has to be done on the job as there are no colleges teaching it.  There is no formal

training manual; it is a process of passing on the techniques from older generations.  This company doesn’t advertise for

staff but work from “word of mouth” as they want committed individuals that will stay with the business as there is

significant investment in training.  They turn a lot of potential applicants away.  It is a tough life. As one of the thatchers

said: “you are hot in summer and cold in winter”.  In some companies there is a significant drop out rate from training.

However, those that qualify like the outdoor life and it then normally becomes a life time occupation.

Thatchers are now in high demand as the number of thatched properties is no longer declining.  Lead time is 3 to 12

months for a rethatch.   The 2008 recession did have a significant effect but the market has now fully recovered.

THATCHING PROCESS 

Each thatcher has his own distinctive style affecting the: 

 Thickness; 

 Angles and pitch; 

 Overall appearance; 

 Ridge decoration. 

It is a complex process and it is important that the thatcher gets it right.  As the team leader said “if you get it wrong it 

will come back to bite you”.  There is therefore a complex process of reviewing the situation at all stages of the process.  

The lead thatcher and the eldest employee constantly discussed particular issues e.g. how deep to strip off, the pitch, 

the fixing methods, etc. 

The whole process took a couple of weeks, although there was some interruption for rain. 

The outer layer is stripped off and discarded.  The depth of straw left depends on its condition and varies over the roof. 



The support timbers are then reviewed and replaced if necessary.   However the aim is to disturb the underlying

framework as little as possible.  The framework on this cottage appeared quite old – some support material being

branches with the bark still on.

The new straw was then added in a carefully planned sequence finishing with the ridge.  Pitchforks were used to carry

the straw onto the roof and a variety of methods used to attach the straw to the roof: metal ties screwed into the

wooden underlying framework hooked onto  metal retention wires  Hazel and plastic spars were used to attach the

straw.  The straw is flattened and shaped around the edges.  Special care needs to be taken around the chimney stack.

Finally the straw is trimmed using a hedge cutter. The ridge is then completed and decorated.  In this case a straw

pheasant was added.

Finally the whole roof is covered in chicken wire. 

THE MATERIALS 

Wheat Reed 

Combed wheat reed was used on this roof. This is straw which has had the corn leaf and weed removed using a 

thrashing drum – which is quite slow. 

This company grows their own wheat reed (which was intruded to England in the 1970s) in an area of approximately 

160 acres.  The land was purchased in the 1980s.  It  grows more like wheat than reed, although it has the appearance of 

reed when on a roof.  Harvesting used to take up to 2 months but now is only 4 weeks if the weather is favourable.   The 

wheat used to be hand baled but now a mechanical baler is used and they own their own combine harvester and get 

assistance from a neighbouring farmer for the stripping.  However combines are prone to breaking down.  A hedge 

cutter is used for part of the process.   

Reed cutting is very hard work and apprentices sometimes give up after a couple of hours. 

2007 and 2008 were years when there were very poor yields of wheat reed in the West Country. 

The company received an award for biodiversity when they set aside 5% of the land for improved wildlife habitat. 

Longstraw

32 Whitecroft Road was rethatched in February 2016 using longstraw which was grown by the company in the

Huntingdon area.  This is now the most expensive thatching material used locally.  However, when rethatching a 

listed building the same type of straw has to be used

Hazel 

Spars are short lengths (27″- 30″) of cleft hazel that are used by thatchers to secure the layers of straw or reed. 

Pointed at both ends they are twisted and used as a pronged peg to hold the thatch. Pre-twisted spars are quicker 

to use and favoured by some thatchers which also allows UK sourced spars to be used all year round. 

Gadds are lengths of hazel in the round which are split to produce spars or liggers.  

Liggers are split hazel of various lengths which are used to hold the outer layer of thatch down near the top and 

often laid in a decorative pattern.  Quadrants are triangular pieces also used for decoration. 

Sways are long lengths of hazel or willow laid horizontally under the thatch to hold each course of thatch in 

place. 

This company imports their hazel through a middle man. 

However another company working in Meldreth grow some of their own hazel. 



One of the long term employees damaged his wrists as the twisting of the hazel is very punishing on these tendons.  He 

was unable to do this process for a while.  However as the ties now come pre-twisted this is no longer a problem. 

Plastic 

Plastic spars are sometimes used underneath to hold the straw in place.  However on listed buildings hazel spars have to 

be used where the spars are visible. 

Crooks 

These are now mainly steel which screw into the onto the underlying wooden framework 

Willow 

Willow  is used for the ridge decoration. 

This company crops and coppices their own willow as does the company which rethatched 32 Whitecroft Road.  The 

willow is trimmed to shape and size on site. 

COST 

The cost of a complete thatch is around £75 to £100 per square foot in the West Country with some companies charging 

higher in East Anglia if they use imported water reeds from the Continent. 

Please see the following pages for photographs
of the rethatching. All photographs were taken

by Bruce Huett in 2015.



Longstraw removed from old roof

Exposed wooden framework under old thatch Repairing the base framework
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Wheat reed for replacement of roof



Checking the ridge during rethatching Carrying the reed to the ridge

Hazel spars for fixing reed Spars for fixing ridge



Attaching the reed; the metal pins screw into the wooden
framework

Screwing in the steel fixers

Old fixing pins and nails removed from the roof during
thatching

Flattening the reed



Flattening the reed at the edge

Thatching tools

Preparing the
wood for the
ridge pattern

All photographs were taken by
Bruce Huett in 2015




