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Assessment of heritage significance 
 
Building Listing and General Information 
 
Orford House Social Club is a Regency period two storey detached villa constructed in the early nineteenth century. It occupies 
a one acre site located on the approach to Walthamstow Village and lies wholly within the Orford Road Conservation Area. 
The site faces north with an 80 metre long frontage onto Orford Road. It slopes towards the west where it is bounded by 
Pembroke Road and Hastingwood Court. To the east is Wingfield Road. The grounds comprise a tree lined macadam surfaced 
forecourt at the front and a bowling green at the rear. 
 
The building is listed under the Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) Act 1990. The list entry number is 1065597 
and it was first listed Grade II on 7 May 1980. The listing description is as follows: 
 
‘Large, detached villa. Early C19. Slate hipped roof to parapet. Neo-classical manner. 2 storeys. 5 wide bays, the second and 
fourth set forward slightly with pediments and ground floor windows set in in arched reveals. Central recessed Doric columned 
entrance. Square headed windows, corniced to ground floor. Sashes, glazing bars. Blind oculi to pediments. Cornice to outer 
bays. Rear elevation also of architectural interest. Interior understood to contain plain but elegant cantilevered spiral 
staircase.’ 
 
For the purposes of this heritage statement the building will be described as comprising an original main central area with 
wings to both sides (the five wide bays), annex buildings built onto the west flank and believed to be of the same age as the 
main building. Then a modern extension to the east which was built in the 1980s. 
 
A brief history of Orford House and it’s immediate environs 
 
Orford House was built circa 1802 in a neo-Classical style and as a family home for a Scottish city merchant named Patrick 
Chalmers. At that time Walthamstow was predominantly rural and comprised of several small villages. The oldest of was 
Church End which had developed over the centuries around the parish church of St Mary’s, first mentioned in a charter dated 
1108 CE. From Tudor times the area became popular with London’s rich and famous some of whom set up country residences 
here as retreats from the hustle, bustle and stale airs of the ever growing city. 
 
The first census of 1801 records a population of just 3,006 and contemporary maps show the land around Church End laid out 
as a patchwork of fields interspersed with large houses set in landscaped estates. Orford House is the most recent building to 
have been erected on the site as evidenced by John Roques map of 1744 which showing an older construction complete with 
tree lined avenues radiating from the front of it. John Coe’s map of 1822 and a tithe map of twenty years later show the current 
building located on the south-west corner of the church common. The estate included a large ornamental pond and avenues of 
trees tracing an approximate line along current day East and West Avenues. 
 
Changes began to take place in the early 1840s when the church common was enclosed, and the Church Common Lane (present 
day Orford Road) became increasingly important as a thoroughfare and cut off the estate lands to the north. The then owner 
reacted by draining the ornamental pond and erecting eight rental homes on the site. These were known as Orford Villas and 
stood until the 1960s. The site is now occupied by a 1970s flat block named Chalmers House: a reference to the original 
landowner. 
 
For the rest of the nineteenth century the house passed through several different owners, one of these being the City of London 
Building Society who sold off parts of the estate as building plots to speculative developers. The area became increasingly 
urbanized with the arrival of railways along the Lea Valley, particularly the Chingford branch line which opened in 1870. 
 
The house ceased to be a private residence when its final owner, Sarah Gower, died in 1920. Within a year her children had 
sold its entire contents by auction and then the house itself was sold and transformed into the Orford House Social Club. The 
club opened on 17 September 1921 and recently celebrated its centenary.  
 
The condition of the building and the popularity of the club tend to reflect the ups and downs of the wider area. As land prices 
started rising in the early 1980s the promotion of home ownership led to an influx of young newcomers seeking affordable 
homes as asking prices further into London became unaffordable. The club took advantage by selling off its tennis courts to 



M - 07952 249 569 
E - phil.bell@hotmail.com 

P BELL 

 
BUILDING CONSULTANCY | CONSTRUCTION MANAGEMENT 

 

1 Burns Close 
London 

E17 9HT 

 

2 
 

developers. Hastingwood Court flats were subsequently built on the site and proceeds of the sale were used to fund the 
construction of a two storey extension on to the east wing of Orford House which provided the club with a ballroom on the 
ground floor and a games room / snooker hall above. 
 
As the 1980s ended a recession set in across the country, lasting well into the following decade. Walthamstow along with the 
rest of east and north east London was particularly hard hit by the demise in the manufacturing industry. The borough 
experienced harsh times as unemployment levels rose, and local government funding was cut. Both the village and the High 
Street suffered as a result, and this was mirrored in the club where membership began to steadily decline leading to a drop in 
subscriptions and with less money available for maintenance the building began to take on an air of neglect.  
 
Fortunately, things began to change as the economy picked and recent years have seen another wave of newcomers to the area, 
primarily young affluent professionals looking for affordable and traditional family homes. This has seen a change in the 
demographics, a renewed interest in the history and preservation of the local area, a demand for good food and entertainment 
all coinciding with the local authority’s long term vision for environmental improvements. The impact on the village because 
of these events has been significant. With its combination of winding streets, historic buildings, modern restaurants, lively bars 
and sense of community its popularity has spread beyond the borough. 
 
Orford House still occupies its prominent position overlooking the entrance to what has now become one of London’s landmark 
locations. It has benefited like the rest of the area and a recent membership drive saw its numbers increase to over a 1000 
bringing in new people and new ideas. Whilst its primary function still revolves around its members bar and bowling green it 
increasingly serves the wider neighbourhood, hosting community groups, weddings, funerals, yoga classes, choirs, children’s 
activities and various festivals.  
 
Membership fees and a proper business plan have put the club in a position where it now has sufficient maintenance budget to 
start addressing the long term decay in the building’s fabric. The club recently celebrated its centenary in what is the oldest 
building in the conservation area. A phased plan of restoration works will ensure that it is retained as an invaluable asset for 
both members and the wider community during the century ahead.  
 
Style, construction and historical alterations to the building 
 
Orford House was constructed at the beginning of the nineteenth century, the centrepiece of a large estate belonging to the 
Chalmers family. The design and size would have been an outward reflection of the family’s opulence whilst heeding the 
architectural trends of the day.  
 
General details about the architectural style have already been described. This section will focus on the original construction 
and changes that have been made to the building. Extensive structural alterations were carried out in the last 100 years and the 
current layout is shown on the attached floorplans. The original arrangement of rooms is unknown and apart from the windows, 
shutters, some door linings and the spiral staircase mentioned in the listing there are no original fittings or ornamentation left. 
 
The external walls and main cross walls are constructed in brickwork of varying thickness (9", 13½" and 18"). External faces 
are covered with stucco and from evidence in one of the first floor storerooms it appears that the internal faces were originally 
framed out and lined with lathe and plaster. The main walls extend deep into the ground and a cellar was formed below what 
is now the members bar. It is accessed by brick/stone steps and remains largely untouched allowing us opportunity to view the 
exposed walls and vaulted ceilings along with the underside of the timber floor beams. The area is used as a traditional beer 
cellar and has a hatch located on the forecourt complete with timber trap doors. Foundations to the main walls are assumed to 
be corbelled brickwork bearing on to gravel or hogging.  The arrangement appears to be sufficient as there is very little evidence 
of foundation related movement in the superstructure. 
 
Most of the original roofs remain in-situ. Very little of the slate covering is assumed to be original given that the building is 
over 200 years old and even the best slate tends to have only half that life span before it starts to fail. The main roof has an 
underlay of softwood sarking boards. Elsewhere the slates are nailed to battens and the beds left exposed. Roof framing is 
largely intact and allows us an insight into the structural knowledge carpenters possessed in those days. The roof over the east 
wing is assumed to have mirrored the west wing with a shallow pitched hipped roof hidden behind parapet walls. Unfortunately, 
the structure had already been demolished and converted to a flat roof before the building was extended in the 1980s. 
The extension was built in a style sympathetic to the original. The main walls are cavity construction and finished externally 
in lightly rusticated render. Windows generally replicate the originals in appearance however the mouldings are chamfered, 
not ovolo, and the opening mechanism is by spring balance not counterweighted. The roof is a cold deck flat roof which covers 
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both the extension and the east wing. The roof membrane is traditional three layer bitumen felt dressed up over the low parapets. 
The membrane was covered with a reinforced liquid system approximately 10 years ago. The extension is stiffened by a heavy 
steel framework which also supports the remaining elements of the original east wing. The ground floor is formed by an 
uninsulated concrete slab over consolidated hardcore and the first floor is suspended timber construction. 
 

Assessment of impact  
 
General summary 
 
The building fabric has deteriorated in the last few decades due to a general lack of maintenance funds coupled with ad hoc 
and patch repairs being carried out, often to a poor standard, and generally with little regard for building’s age or historical 
importance. The situation has recently changed recently. There has been a significant increase membership receipts from an 
influx of new members many of whom have volunteered their skills and professional knowledge which amongst other things 
has included good finance and business acumen. 
 
The works proposed in this application are the first phase of an overarching planned programme being developed to abate 
further deterioration of the superstructure, make the club more accessible and inclusive along with improving the energy 
performance of the building wherever practicable. Our aim is to ensure these, and all future works, align with both national 
and local planning policies and are designed and executed to preserve the character and historical importance of the building. 
 
The first phase of repairs will be to rectify failed external elements that are affecting the structural integrity of the building and 
causing damage to internal surfaces. These are: 
 
West wing hipped roof and west hip of the main roof  
 
The west wing roof is specifically mentioned in the listing description. It is concealed behind parapet walls and not visible 
from ground level, consequently its deterioration had gone largely unnoticed until recent years when frequent leaks have been 
reported from the residents living in the flat below. Numerous patch repairs have been carried out generally to a poor standard 
often exacerbating the problem. 
 
A full internal and external survey of these roofs revealed that the slates and gutters have deteriorated beyond a point of 
effective and economic repair. One of the hip rafters and the front wall plate to the west wing have decayed due to long term 
persistent water ingress and will require replacement. 
 
To prevent further failure of the roof framing our proposal is to remove all slates, remaining leadwork, sarking boards, asphalt 
membrane, gutter boards and brackets along with the collapsed lathe and plaster soffit below main roof. All carpentry repairs 
can then be carried out which will include new timber bracketing and boarding to the parapet and hidden gutters. The roof 
slopes will be covered with Welsh slates from the Blaenau Ffestiniog quarry and new leadwork to match the existing hip, ridge, 
eaves and hidden gutter detailing.  
 
The original lining to the parapet gutter is assumed to have been lead which was later replaced with mastic asphalt. We 
considered returning it to lead but the detailing required to achieve the sufficient falls to the existing outlets are not practical 
and would require a high level of maintenance and clearing in the future. The choice was then between modern day membranes, 
and we concluded EPDM offered the best in terms of longevity, impermeability and future maintenance and clearing costs. 
The original lathe and plaster soffit to the underside of the west hip of the main roof will be replaced with a modern fire rated 
external grade board such as ‘Magply’ or similar, fitted with a strip ventilator and then paint finished. 
 
East wing and extension roof 
 
Opening up roof works merely to facilitate access to the repairs required to the parapet walls and cornice. Once these are 
completed the roof membranes will be reinstated to match the existing. 
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Cornices 
 
The stone cornices to the original building are suffering localised deterioration. The 
concrete cornices to the extension have failed. Water ingress via the joints has 
resulted in extensive water damage to plasterwork in the games room. An attempt to 
rectify the problem has been carried out in the past when bitumen felt was used to 
cover the top surface of the mouldings. This appears to have been only temporarily 
successful and the problem continues to the extent that it will soon start to affect the 
ends of the structural steels. The reason the cornice has failed is due to detailing. 
Each length of concrete is butt jointed rather than utilising a traditional saddle joint 
which would have protected against this problem. 
 
Our proposals are to carry out repairs and sectional replacement where necessary to 
the original stone cornice. We then propose to use traditional lead detailing to provide 
protective covering to the tops of all the cornices. The technique is recommended in 
older building books (see for opposite from Jaggard & Drury, 1923) and has been 
successfully employed on the restoration of the similarly designed Elizabeth Gaskell 
House, 84 Plymouth Groce, Manchester (see below). 
 

Cavity walls 
 

Horizontal cracking to the extension rear elevation cavity walls indicates wall tie failure. This is presumed to be due to the 
water ingress is mentioned above. Until recently cavity wall ties were generally made of galvanised steel. When moisture is 
allowed to enter the cavity, the ties can corrode and expand causing the brick joints to lift which in turn presents as a horizontal 
crack at regular intervals. We will employ standard techniques to open the cavity and replace the affected galvanised ties with 
stainless steel ones. The brickwork and render to then be reinstated to match the original 
 
Parapet walls and chimney stacks 
 
Parapet walls, particularly on the exposed rear and west elevations have deteriorated to the point where the render is now 
extensively crazed and cracked. There is no protective capping/coping to any of the walls. It is assumed this would have 
originally been lead. We propose to carry out all brickwork repairs and renew defective render to match the original. The walls 
to be fitted with a modern aluminium coping system to prevent repeat deterioration of these exposed walls.  
 
Chimney stacks to the west wing roof and the west hip end of the main roof will be repointed and the flaunching remade to 
match existing. A rendered chimney stack on the rear elevation of the annex buildings will be repaired and repainted to match 
the existing. 
 

 
Elizabeth Gaskell's House Manchester following restoration works completed in 2014 

 

Cornice: traditional protection techniques 
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Accessibility Alterations 
 
Our proposals include some alterations to improve access for both our members and the general public. Primarily this will be 
the conversion of the ground floor female toilets to a wheelchair accessible toilet. Whilst we have not at present found a feasible 
solution for wheelchair users to access the building other than using temporary ramps improvement toilet facilities would 
enhance the experience of the club for those less mobile.  
 
The existing female toilets have been refurbished within the last twenty years. The current arrangement has left original fittings 
intact but covered over with new wall and ceiling linings (see photos). Our proposals will leave the wall linings in-situ, remove 
the false ceiling then provide a new unisex layout in accordance with current building regulation/DDA recommendations. Baby 
changing facilities will be retained but repositioned. 
 
The above changes will make it necessary to provide female toilets elsewhere in the building. There are two male toilets on 
the first floor. The smaller of these is in poor condition and currently out of use. Our proposal is to repair and overhaul the 
fixtures and fittings so that it can be brought back into use, then convert the other to female toilets. Any changes to the existing 
arrangements will be relatively minor such as removal of the urinals in the proposed female toilet. We will however use the 
opportunity to carry out general plumbing and drainage repairs including provision of rodding access points. 
 
Energy Saving Alterations 
 
We propose to change eight windows on the first floor. These are in the games room and bar. They are all spiral balance single 
glazed timber sliding sash windows and were installed as part of the 1980s extension and refurbishment works. The ones fitted 
to the rear elevation have rotted beyond repair with the sashes fixed shut with restraint timbers to prevent them falling out. 
 
The new windows will replicate the existing style but will be double glazed to achieve a ‘U’ value of 1.4 W/m²K which is in 
line with current guidelines. The only proposed deviation is that the frames will be slightly deeper to accommodate the glazed 
sealed units. 
 
Other energy saving alterations are centred on the west wing roof. Renewing the slate covering will necessitate improving the 
insulation to meet current part L requirements of the building regulations. The existing roof space is uninsulated.  
 
Our proposal is to provide a ‘cold roof’ design which means there will be no externally visible changes. Mineral wool will be 
laid between and over the existing ceiling joist to achieve a U value of 0.15 W/m²K. We anticipate that these changes will lead 
to increased levels of condensation in the roof space, so we propose to use an ‘open’ roofing underlay such as the ‘Permo Air 
160’ system manufactured by Klober. This will allow excess moisture to permeate to the outside air. 
 
Our final alteration is to renew the west wing roof rooflight and lightwell. The existing is a modern single glazed dormer 
window fixed on top of what appears to be the original lightwell. The dormer is rotted beyond repair and is a constant source 
of water ingress. The original rooflight design is unknown. Our proposal is to replace the dormer with a double glazed top 
hinged rooflight which will give an inconspicuous, recessed, finish that directs natural light onto the landing below whilst 
remaining watertight then to rebuild the lightwell with insulated walls to avoid cold bridging from roof space. The works will 
include the repositioning of the roof access point from the lightwell to the kitchen where a new insulated hatch will be formed 
in the ceiling. 
 

Mitigation strategy 
 
The main works are to preserve, repair and restore existing features. Other works seek to improve inclusivity and reduce fossil 
fuel consumption by addressing fabric heat loss wherever this can be practicably achieved in such an old building. On that 
basis we do not consider a mitigation strategy necessary. Notwithstanding, all proposed alterations along with the proposed 
inclusion of modern systems/materials are potentially reversible and lend themselves to improvements should these be required 
in the future. 
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Front elevation 
 

1980s extension Annex buildings 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Rear elevation 
 

West wing roof viewed from ridge of west hip 
end of main roof 

Roof framing to west wing roof 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Parapet gutter, west wing roof rooflight, west 
hip of main roof 

 

Parapet gutter and front parapet wall looking 
towards west hip of main roof with gable roof 

over front pediment in the background 

Chimney stack to west wing roof and decorative 
stack to annex building in background 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Parapet gutter lining detail 
 

Lathe and plaster soffit to west hip of main roof Deteriorated stonework to west wing 
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Lead detail to ridge and hips of west wing roof, 
eaves details to west hip of main roof on the 

right 

Hidden gutter detail to main roof eaves Cornice detail to west wing parapet with 
flaunching added to top surface to allow 

rainwater run off 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Rotted end of hip rafter below west wing roof 
 

East wing and extension roof Reinforced liquid membrane poured over 
original three layer bitumen felt 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Rear parapet looking east 
 

East hip end of main roof looking south East hip end of main roof looking north 
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Internal plaster damage below extension 
parapet 

 

Internal detail showing brickwork bearing onto 
concrete cornice stone and steel beam built into 

brickwork 

Plaster damage to walls and ceiling in games 
room 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
East wing and extension rear elevations 
 
 

 
Detail showing cracking to render and possible 
cavity tie failure below concrete cornice 

 
Rear elevation looking east with west wing 
parapet in foreground 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Rear elevation, main building, east wing and 
extension 

East wing and extension with butt joints to 
cornice visible 

Extension windows detail 
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Female toilets and bay changing 
 

Female toilets showing hatch to ceiling void Ceiling void showing window shutters and 
original wall surfaces concealed behind wall 

and ceiling boarding 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

First floor men’s toilets 1 
 

First floor men’s toilets 2 First floor men’s toilets 3 
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John Roque Map 1744 
 
 

 
 

John Coe Map 1822 
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Tithe Map 1842 
 

 
 

OS Map 1896 
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South elevation 1969 
 
 

 
 

North elevation 1971 
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Commencement of extension works August 1981 
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