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Pilgrim Cottage is an 18th century 
fisherman's cottage dating back to 
around 1700. It is built using cob, 
a natural building material which 
is basically mud. It is made from 

subsoil, water, some kind of fibrous organic 
material (typically straw), and sometimes 
lime. The contents of subsoil naturally vary, 
and if it does not contain the right mixture 
it can be modified with sand or clay.

As soon as I saw the advertisement for the 
cottage in Newquay I knew I had to buy it as 
these properties in Cornwall are becoming 
quite rare. The family-friendly Porth beach 
has nature walks on either side of the golden 
sands, and during the summer season the 
beach is monitored by RNLI beach lifeguards. 

The cottage was in a desperate state, 
having suffering from decades of neglect 
and poor maintenance. It needed a 
substantial sympathetic restoration.

But even with more than two decades 
exprience of building new homes 
and renovating old ones, I seriously 
underestimated the amount of work required. 

The exterior had been cement washed which, 
although providing an instant new look at the 
time it was done, proved to be a devastating 
mistake in the long term. Cement prevents 
moisture reaching the cob which quickly starts 
decaying and breaking away if it dries out.

Likewise, the interior walls had been drylined 
with asbestos sheets in order to control damp. 
This had dried out the interior faces of the 
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Seasoned selfbuilder David Wring couldn't resist taking on a neglected old 
Cornish fisherman's cottage in Newquay as his latest renovation project.
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cob walls, causing them to break down behind the 
false facia. Our first step was to strip the cottage 
right back to the cob on the interior and exterior 
facias. This wasn't particularly difficult because it 
seemed that every wall ceiling or partition we touched 
either collapsed or disintegrated with so much of 
it falling apart that it was impossible to salvage.

We then had to rebuild these cob sections with layers 
of lime mortar which had to be carefully built up. Lime 
is a hazardous material that warrants great respect as 
lime burns the skin. We worked with long rubber gloves 
and goggles and always ensured we had access to plenty 
of cold water and eye wash in case of emergencies. 

The 10 tonnes of lime mortar was supplied 
by Cornwall Lime from Bodmin, the south-
west's leading authority on lime restoration 
projects (see panel opposite).

Earlier in the project we had removed all the 
original doors and carefully restored them. I was 
particularly taken with one which I think came off a 

"I was particularly taken with one 
of the doors which I think came off 
a ship because of  its shape and the 
mortice and tenon joints which are 

off-set to fit a narrow doorway."
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Kitchen and 
living area
The original ceiling 
of the galley kitchen 
has been raised and 
now incorporates 
a roof light. The 
beams in the rest 
of the downstairs 
living area have 
been painted and 
left exposed. The 
original slate floors 
were coated in tar 
and asphalt which 
has been removed.

USING LIME MORTAR
Pilgrims cottage is a cob construction that requires a lime 
mortar coating which protects but most importantly 
allows moisture to permeate both in and out of the 
building to prevent the cob drying out. The property 
required nearly 10 tonnes of mortar inside and out. 
Mixing lime on site is a time-consuming process as the 
mix requires a minimum 30 minute mixing time and the 
materials need to be accurately measured. The process can 
also be hazardous as lime splashed in the eyes requires 
urgent attention. The mixing process is messy, too. All 
things considered, I decided to use pre-mixed lime mortar 
which is more expensive but consistent in colour and 
texture and more convenient to handle as it comes in 25kg 
plastic bags. Having also worked with site-mixed lime 
mortar, I would favour pre-mixed every time. 
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Bedrooms & 
bathrooms 
The master 
bedroom has a 
larch timber wall 
behind the bed. 
The overhead light 
is originally from a 
Japanese warship.
The bathroom is 
built into the roof 
and features a 
curved bath and 
walk-in shower.

Bedroom 
This large bedroom 
features bespoke 
beach hut-style 
wardrobes which 
are a nod to the 
cottage's proximity 
to the beach.

Garden
A mini-digger 
was craned in 
to deal with the 
overgrown garden .
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PROJECT
Architect - B Architect Luke Boylan

FIXTURES AND FITTINGS
Windows - Rationel
Bespoke front door Johnathan Elwell 
Bathroom - Novellini
Kitchen - Newquay Kitchens 
Lighting - designed by Illumina 
Roof line windows - Velux
Heritage timber - toms sawmill
Metal guttering - Lindab 

FLOORPLAN
Pilgrim Cottage has galley-style kitchen with a vaulted ceiling 
and open-plan living and dining area separated by a large 
kitchen island. A new conservatory overlooking the garden has 
been added at the rear. Upstairs there are three bedrooms.

HOMES 
New Build

ship as its original shape and the mortice and tenon 
joints are off-set to fit a ship's narrow doorway.

The original slate floors had been coated with tar 
and asphalt. As you can imagine, this was difficult to 
remove, and made all the worse with the application 
of any removal agent which made the situation 
even messier. With a great deal of perseverance and 
elbow grease, we eventually reclaimed the flooring, 
restoring it to its original beauty. Together with the 
original 300-year-old pine doors restored and back 
in place, the cottage began to look loved again.

The kitchen ceiling was particularly low at just 5ft 
6in, though still a good two inches higher than me. 
Even so, the ceiling needed to be removed to make 
it a practical room, a point reinforced by our 6ft 
2in designer from Newquay Kitchen Company who 
left the site with a serious lump on his forehead.

The removal of the ceiling resulted in a radical 
transformation and the revelation of another piece of 
history – an original ship's mast, complete with with 
cut-outs for sail ropes, had been used as a roof truss. 

As is typical of old fisherman's cottages with 
low ceilings, there was distinct lack of natural 
light throughout the interior so I consulted a 
local lighting designer to produce a scheme 
more fitting for 21st century living.

Claire from Illumina in Truro came up with some 
unique ideas which added a hugely to the overall 
finish of the cottage. Together with the installation of 
Velux roof lights and new slim-profile, triple-glazed 
Rationel windows, the lighting has transformed 
a once dark and dank cottage into a modern 
interior that still retains its period rustic charm. 

The hand-made painted kitchen was designed and 

supplied by Newquay Kitchens. This includes a few 
slick tricks such as a two-drawer dishwasher from 
Fisher Pykel and a drawered fridge system which 
helps to retain a slim profile, while hide-and-slide 
Neff ovens allow for a greater floor working area.

Outside, the garden was so overgrown it would 
have taken weeks to remove the weeds and trees 
by hand. The only way to deal with it was to drop 
a mini digger over the fence using a crane. The 
garden fence was removed and re-built using 
scaffold boards that had been sand-blasted 
to speed up the natural ageing process and 
provide a washed out softer boundary edge.

Now the project is finished, I can take a moment 
to enjoy the fruits of our labour. It was a painstaking 
process that took much more time and effort than 
I  anticipated. Pilgrims cottage provides a luxury 
year-round retreat that offers all the creature-
comforts of modern living, but hopefully, nods to 
its former use as a humble fisherman's cottage.


