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Adrian Gibson, who died last year, left an important legacy to the town of 
Saffron Walden by carefully describing and listing many of its most 
important buildings on behalf of English Heritage. 
 
Listing provides a degree of protection for the structure of a building, 
which cannot be altered without approval once listing has taken place. 
Consequently it is important that the listing should record the most 
important architectural features. This can be a complex task as few 
buildings remain unchanged over time, and a uniform exterior may 
conceal methods and techniques of construction from a variety of dates 
and periods. 
 
Adrian worked on the 86th List of Buildings of Special Architectural and 
Historical Interest. District of Uttlesford (Essex) (Area of the former 
Borough of Saffron Walden) 31st October, 1994. This ‘Re-lists buildings 
included in previous lists which remain listed buildings’. Altogether there 
are entries for 11 buildings listed as Grade I, 32 buildings listed as Grade 
II*, and 354 buildings listed as Grade II. The Grade I buildings include: 
 
St Aylott’s 
The Youth Hostel (1-3 Bridge Street) 
Nos 25-27 Church Street 
Nos 29-31 Church Street 
No 17 Market Hill 
Walden Castle 
Audley End House 
The Adam Bridge (pictured below) 
The Tea House and Bridge over the Granta at Audley End 
St Mark’s College in Audley End village (pictured below) 
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Grade I Listed buildings in Saffron Walden: St Mark’s College (left), the Adam Bridge (right) . 
Photographs © Jacqueline Cooper. 

 
The List commences with a number of farmhouses at Little Walden among 
which are Ravenstock Farmhouse (late 16th century) and an early 16th 
century cottage at Ravenstock Farm, Mitchell’s Farmhouse, 17th century 
‘or earlier’, Cloptons, 1643 and Sadlers  - even noting a modern asbestos 
roof on the latter.  
 

   
 

Listed farmhouses at Little Walden: Ravenstock Farmhouse (left), Mitchells Farm (right). 
Photographs © Jacqueline Cooper. 

 
In Saffron Walden itself the first listing is for the United Reformed Church 
in Abbey Lane (1811) with its: 
 

Tetrastyle Ionic porch with modillion cornice. 9-panelled double doors flanked 
by single doors, with pilasters, panelled reveals. Fine cast-iron Adam-style 
fanlights; semi-elliptical to centre, round-headed to sides. 

 
No structure was too small to list, so an 18th century urn on a pedestal at 
Audley End is included - as are the railings at Audley End, the gates to 
Elm Grove (1835) in Audley Road, and even the High Street telephone 
kiosk: 

 
Telephone box of K6 type. Designed in 1935 by Sir Giles Gilbert Scott. 
 



‘The Legacy of Adrian Gibson’ – Saffron Walden Historical Journal No 13 (2007) 
 

 Not all the entries are as brief as this – the entry for the Youth Hostel 
takes up three full A4 pages. Sometimes the listing can provide an 
important record of detail that has been subsequently destroyed, such as 
the vine branches and birds painted on the interior of the Summerhouse 
in Bridge End Garden that were painted over during the recent restoration. 
The List also records the timber structure of the Grade II barns in Bridge 
Street, subsequently converted to houses: 
 

elegant, with slender unjowled arcade posts and small curved arcade braces, 
also knee braces, very high side aisles. Roof partly of joggled butt side purlin 
type. Some strapped by collars, slender rafters. 
 

Another destroyed item recorded in the List is the Grade II lamp post that 
stood at the southern end of the High Street until knocked down by a  
lorry, after which it was sold to a scrap metal dealer: 
 

 ‘Lamp post 1836-1850. Approx 5.5 m high moved from Market 
Place to High Street in 1863 and moved from War Memorial site 
to present position in 1921.’ 

 
In one way the process of listing is recording the tiny traces of previous 
use made of buildings, so change and destruction is as much part of the 
history as extending and increasing the size of a building. Listing 31-33 
Bridge Street, Adrian describes: 
 

Parallel horizontal rows of large diameter peg-holes in the studs of the south 
wall in the ground floor - may be for warping pegs used in the waving trade 
and probably of C17th date. 

 
Many of the town’s’ timber-framed buildings preserve evidence of previous 
industrial use such as weaving or commercial use - indicated by the 
presence of shop windows deep in the core of the structure. 
 
It is the tiny features like this that often help to accurately date the 
construction of a building. Inside ‘Fearns’ (22 Freshwell Gardens) there is 
a complete series of Roman numerals - carpenters’ marks which, together 
with the use of diminished haunched soffit tenon joints in the frame, 
enabled Adrian to date the building to c.1560. 
 
Dating a building from clues left behind in the structure can be quite 
accurate, particularly with the growing use of dendrochronology. This is a 
comparatively expensive but accurate process based on taking small 
samples of wood from part of the timber-framing, and comparing the tree 
rings in the sample against a database of dated tree rings. Unfortunately 
it is too expensive to use this technique in all cases, and of course it can 
only be applied to timber, so dates of construction and change have to be 
estimated based on styles and fashions in architecture and the 
introduction of new building techniques. In this respect it is a pity that the 
people responsible for listing do not have time to research the 
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documentary and archival records for dating evidence, as the paper trail 
can also be an accurate guide to construction. 
 
Although Adrian Gibson provided the bulk of the descriptions in the 
Saffron Walden Listing, some of the buildings were listed by David 
Stenning. David and Adrian had already worked together on recording the 
buildings of Brentwood, and David knew Saffron Walden well, as he had 
been responsible for compiling the two-volume report: Saffron Walden: A 
Conservation Study (1979) that provided the basis for subsequent town 
plans. He was also an active member of the Essex Historic Buildings Group 
and a natural choice given his extensive knowledge of timber-framed 
buildings. The work was split between them, with David recording the 
majority of the buildings in Saffron Walden High Street, and one or two 
buildings elsewhere in the town. Adrian took on the rest - ‘On one 
occasion he got very excited over a set of half-Wealden’s in Castle Street’, 
David recalled, ‘and climbed through into the neighbour’s attic so that he 
could examine some of the medieval timberwork.’ 
 
Adrian’s wife typed up the results, and the whole process was completed 
in about six months providing a remarkable testament to the buildings of 
Saffron Walden and to the energy and the legendary enthusiasm of Adrian 
Gibson. 
 
Note 
The two volumes of listed buildings information can be found in Saffron Walden 
Town Library. 

 

 


