Peter Spencer is Vice-Chairman of Shobrooke Parochial Church Council.

I started out wanting to get the job done of restoring the ancient cob wall around our churchyard. There were quite a lot of repairs needed, and about sixty yards of it had to be completely rebuilt from the ground up. Part of it had collapsed recently, and part of it collapsed years ago and had been replaced with concrete blocks, which were very unsightly and looked quite wrong in the context of a listed building.

I cast around for possible sources of finance for it because the cost was going to be quite beyond the means of our little village church, which was originally built in the 13th century but was unfortunately over-restored, like many churches, in Victorian times - it was heavily rebuilt in about 1870.

At the time I was Acting Chairman of Shobrooke Parochial Church Council, when we were in between rectors for over a year. 

It was explained to me that the LHI doesn’t give grants for restoration unless it is part of a wider community project. Nicola Burley, the Historic Buildings Advisor for Devon County Council, was extremely helpful. She took me through the procedures and helped me with suggestions that would fulfil the LHI criteria - and would have the added benefit of making local people feel much more involved and interested. 

I knew almost nothing about cob building before, apart from having looked at many buildings with cob walls and admired it as an ancient technique, and being very keen in principle on keeping ancient crafts going. I tried to learn as much about it as I could myself so that I could explain it to other people. 

I learnt a lot through reading literature that I was sent from various sources. I discovered that there are lots of people who are very keen on keeping cob and other old country crafts going. In fact, as I discovered, it’s a very simple process. It involves mixing soil with straw and water, and that’s all there is to it. It has to be the right kind of soil, the right consistency, not too heavy - heavy clay is no good - and it mustn’t be too fine, so sand is no good. 

A good loam is best - that’s why more than half the cob buildings in Britain are in Devon, because the famous Devon Red soil is the very best there is for making cob. It makes a nice mixture, and sits together nicely but doesn’t set too hard, doesn’t crack - it has all the right physical properties to make good cob.

All they do is to take the topsoil off and dig up the undersoil. For this project they used the soil from our orchard, which runs alongside the church wall. That saved quite a bit of money, as otherwise they would have had to bring it in from elsewhere. They mixed it with straw donated by a local farmer, and added water. 

They dug holes in the ground, and made what looked like giant mud pies, a giant mixture of soil and water and straw - and of course the skill comes in knowing exactly the right proportions, which the builders learn from experience. 

Once you’ve got your cob ready, you then just slop it onto the wall in great shovelfuls. The contractors also demonstrated another way to use cob - by using moulds to make what are called cob blocks, which look very like concrete blocks. That’s cheaper and easier, but it doesn’t last nearly so long as the kind of cob wall we used - which is one solid piece, built up in layers that are left to dry in between. These layers are technically called “lifts”. You can’t put down more than about eighteen inches to two feet in height at any one time, or the wall would tend to collapse under its own weight.

The sixty yards of completely new wall was rebuilt in in sections of about ten yards at a time. By the time they got to the end of the bottom layer, the first part was ready for another layer to go on top.

Cob building is an ecological and environmentally-friendly method of building, because it uses entirely natural materials which are extremely cheap. There’s no pollution at all, it’s not giving off any harmful chemicals into the soil or gases into the air or anything noxious at all.

Most of the costs are in the labour - it’s a labour intensive job because it takes quite a long time to get the mixture right and then it’s a slow business to lay on thousands of shovelfuls one at a time. In the past it was all done by hand, and even now, you can’t use any machinery apart from a mechanical digger for digging out the soil.

Devon has always had a lot of cob buildings and many of them are still there. They survive for hundreds of years - it’s a very durable material. In the course of this project, I discovered that 45 of the 130 buildings in our village of Shobrooke are officially listed as of historical or architectural importance, and 30 of those 45 are made of cob.

Cob building is very much a minority thing, but there’s a surprising number of firms providing this service in Devon - as many as 40 on a list of recommended craftsmen that we were given by Devon County Council. We had to get three estimates for our job, and it was an important factor that we found someone who would be able to explain the process as well as do the work.

The man we got, Richard Tapp, proved to be absolutely excellent - I don’t believe we could have chosen a better man for the job. He and his team were a pleasure to work with, they were most reliable and kept their promises as to dates and that sort of thing. And he was very good at explaining things to everybody. 

There were three workmen altogether, including Richard and his son. Three is just the right number, because cob building is not a thing you could do on a big scale - there wouldn’t be room for many more men on the site. The work went on for about three months, and Richard had endless patience with the people who came along to have a look and ask questions. He was probably asked the same questions ten times a day, but he always answered in a cheerful fashion.

It wouldn’t be difficult for someone to pick up the skill of cob building to use on their own projects - but you would certainly have to go on a course. Right at the start of our project we produced a leaflet and distributed it to every home in the village as a way of getting people interested and encouraging them to come to an evening of lectures in the village hall. About 400 people live in the village, and 38 came along, even though theoretically it sounds a rather dry, dull subject. We were very pleased with the turnout.

At least two of the three lecturers were involved in cob building courses. The University of Plymouth seems to be the key place. They have a department devoted to what they call Earth Building, which includes other techniques that use soil as well as cob building. They offer short courses for people who just want to mend their garden walls, and they can pick up the basics in a few hours. And they do longer courses for people who want to acquire more formal qualifications.

We also had a Demonstration Day on the site when people were invited to turn up at any time during the day wearing their filthiest old clothes and welly boots to join in trampling on the cob and stamping it down and making mud bricks and all sorts of interesting things. 

Quite a few people came along - about 60 adults at intervals during the day, as well as parties of 10 and 11 year old schoolchildren on organised trips - and they were able to join in and have a go at doing it themselves. It was great fun to lay my own little bit of cob, which was specially marked by the builder with my initials.

Although the people in the village were familiar with cob buildings, most of them had never seen any cob actually being made - most of the buildings concerned are quite ancient. This project has brought it home to us that these ancient crafts can be carried on and are still being carried on - the children were very keen indeed, and I feel I’ve sown a bit of a seed of interest in the idea that may bear fruit in the future.

Of course very little of this most successful project could have been accomplished without the much appreciated aid of the Local Heritage Initiative and other bodies such as the Pilgrim Trust, Devon County Council and Mid-Devon District Council, who all gave grants and most useful advice and help.

