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TAKING CARE OF YOUR THATCHED ROOF

General

The use of thatch as a roofing material can be traced as far as The Bronze Age. Thatching is a craft that is traditionally handed down from father to son, taking many years to perfect. It is not normally taught in other ways. 

We have no thatchers’ guild or certification system in this country as they do in Europe. The thatching used on modern homes in South Africa did not only arise from traditional African thatching, but was imported through colonization, from Europe, notably Germany, Holland and England. Dutch settlers in the Cape even brought their own grass until they saw how good the raw materials were here. 

Most thatchers have a ‘team leader’ or senior thatcher who has been working in the Industry for around 20 years and mentors and trains junior thatchers. It takes at least 5 years to train a thatcher up to a level that he would be considered a master thatcher overseas.

Costing a thatched roof depends on many variables such as the design, construction and size of a home, as well as the materials used and the local climate.

The insulating properties are very good, keeping the home warm in winter and cool in summer. Thatch is one of the oldest building materials and modern, innovative laying techniques ensure that the interior finish is clean. Thatch has a natural ability to free-curved shapes to create a warm, informal finish that blends in well because of its natural appearance. Thatch, being a natural material, will mellow in colour from its original fresh straw to a dark mink sheen that tones in wonderfully with the South African outdoors. At the same time the rustic roughness of textured thatch inside the building, lends itself to co-ordination with other natural materials such as stone and wood.

SANS 10407 (Thatched Roof Construction) Specification

A thatched roof can give residents a lot of pleasure and comfort, provided that it is installed correctly. The SANS 10407 specification stipulates the minimum requirements for thatched roofs. 

Materials

Thatching makes use of materials that are naturally available. There are coarse varieties of grass, with stalk thicknesses greater than 4mm that are not considered suitable for thatching. Natal thatching grass has a finer texture than the Transvaal grass when laid and is often preferred for this reason. The stalks of thatching grass are normally hollow and about 3 mm thick. Dekriet stalks, however, are solid and about 3-4 mm thick and considered the best quality and therefore the most expensive. Cape reed is often used as the interior layer, while common thatching grass is used for the outer layer.

All grasses must be mature when harvested, meaning they have lost all their seed.

Harvesting is done in winter when the grass is dry.

Design

Keep your design simple. The more complicated it is, the more maintenance it will require at a later stage.

Make sure that the contractor or engineer supplies the thatchers with structural drawings. This prevents unnecessary guesswork and specifies exactly how much material will be required.

A thatched roof should have a minimum pitch of 45 degree and minimum of 35 degree over dormer windows. 

The smoother a thatched roof, the more velvety its finish, the better the thatching and the better water will run from it – and the longer it will last.

Flashed areas, features that penetrate or interrupt the roof should be voided as far as possible. Chimney shafts should be designed to penetrate the roof plane at the ridge, thus avoiding the necessity of back flashing. Soil vent pipes are best located on external walls so that they penetrate the thatch near the eaves line. Rain water must not be allowed to discharge from a high level roof onto a thatched roof at a lower level. See SANS 10407 table.  The roof framing normally consists of eucalyptus poles that have been chemically treated. 

Thatched roofs are constructed with dripping eaves, meaning rainwater gutters and down pipes are not provided. Eaves overhangs should be at least 650 mm and provision should be made at ground level, around the building, to prevent erosion due to water dripping from the eaves overhang.

What to look for

To extend the lifespan of your thatched roof:

· Remember that even small repairs are best carried out by a professional thatcher

· Take time to stand and  look at your roof – unlike a conventional roof, it is very obvious if a thatched roof is in a poor condition

· If fixings are exposed all over the roof, it indicates that the thatch is either nearing, or has reached the end of its life

· If gullies are appearing (vertical deep patches of rot), these will require the attention of an experienced thatcher

· Dark wet patches on the eaves close to the wall indicate the thatch is leaking

· If the roof is covered in heavy moss, it could mean that the thatch is unable to breath and is therefore unable to dry out properly

· If you spot any problems contact a professional thatcher for advice – prompt action can often prevent a bigger (and more expensive problem) from developing

· If contractors have to work on your roof (to repair a chimney or fix an aerial) make sure they speak with your thatcher first to ensure any roof ladders or equipment they use, do not damage your thatch

· If pieces of your thatch are sticking out in loose clumps, with holes above, this could indicate that you and your family are not the only inhabitants of your property. Contact your thatcher or pest control officer for immediate advice.

· Wire netting applied all over the roof will prevent birds, vermin, baboons, etc from gaining entry but trapped leaves etc. on the roof.
· Trees can be problematic (if they overhang a thatch roof) as the shade will slow down or prevent the damp from drying out. Leaves falling onto the roof and left to lie there also interfere with the drying process and can cause rot.

· The southern side of roofs in South Africa always tend to decay quicker, due to the greater shade on that side

What is the best climate for a home with a thatched roof?
High humidity with low temperatures or low humidity with high temperatures is the best climate for a thatched roof.

Durability

A thatched roof will normally last for about 25 years if properly laid. Dekriet will typically last a little longer, up to 35 years. A thatch roof ridge requires renewal every 4-6 years.

Some roofs are still looking good after 30 years – water reed can last over 60 years. It depends on the type and quality of the reed, the treatments and, of course, the skills of the contractor. A thatched house in Sutherland in the Cape which was constructed in 1952 needed the first ever maintenance in 2001. The reason they can last so long, is due to the very cold winters: the sub-zero temperatures actually freeze the roof which sterilizes it and curbs any fungal or bacterial charge. Sea-spray is beneficial too, as the salt sterilizes the grass and its contents.

Managing the lifespan of a thatched roof is about controlling moisture content and temperature. Humid areas, the least highly indicated for thatching, may entail more maintenance.

Care of Thatch

· Good thatch will not require frequent maintenance

· Establish early on what condition the thatch is in  - then appropriate work (if necessary) can be programmed

· Do not assume that because materials are slipping or that the roof looks a mess that it needs re-thatching

· Do not assume that because the roof looks neat (with a well executed ridge pattern) that it is in prime condition

· A thatch which looks thick is not necessarily a good thatch

· A thatch which looks thin is not necessarily a bad thatch

· The life of a thatch can be extended significantly by a timely and appropriate repair

· Do not move around on your thatch unnecessarily. Do not allow others to do so

· Do not let non-thatchers fit netting, flashings, etc. without advice from an experienced thatcher

· TV aerial erectors etc. should be required to keep off the thatch as much as possible

· Do not allow standing on the ridges or the use of ridges as working platforms

· All roofs, whether or not they are made of grass, are home to insects. Have your home professionally fumigated once a year to get rid of bugs, etc.

Ridges

The ridge of a thatched roof bears the brunt of the weather and, as the fixings are external, it requires attention. The material used is usually the same as that used for the main coat work; however water reed is too stiff and brittle. As a result, the ridge of a water reed roof is often made with sedge.

The grass that is used to form the ridge capping is thinner, softer and more pliable than that used for the main roof. The lower edges of the ridge capping may be trimmed to a decorative profile with chevrons or scallops. Alternatives to grass ridges are often used, the most common being preformed fiberglass, sheet metal and cement. The ridge is the most vulnerable part of a thatched roof and particular care must be taken to ensure that this feature is absolutely watertight.

· A patterned ridge is not more durable than a ridge finished flush with the main coat

· A ridge should be fitted in pitch with or greater than the main roof elevation

· A thick cut ridge does not make it necessarily a good ridge

· The pattern may disappear prematurely from a thin cut ridge

· Falling or fallen pattern liggers does not on its own mean a ridge needs repair

Alterations

Consult with the thatcher who is to undertake the thatching work, or with some person who has the appropriate thatching experience, knowledge and roofing forms.

Life of thatch can be extended significantly by appropriate repair

· Water penetration into thatch is limited

· Thatch does not (when working properly) absorb large amounts of water, (hence there should be no large increase to roof weight due to water

· Any water striking the apex of the roof is transferred down the roof surface from stem to stem until it drops from the eave. 

· Thatch is not by its nature prone to wind damage

Preventative Measures

· Lightning conductors should be installed to protect the thatched buildings in accordance with the SABS Code of Practice

· To avoid excessive high mast, two masts or a spike on a chimney can be installed if the roof is not covered by the protection zone.

· Chimney stacks should be constructed in such a way that the outer faces in contact with the thatch do not become hot. A full brick thickness (220 mm) is normally sufficient

· All mortar joints in the stack must be properly filled

· The top of the stack must extend to at least 1 m above the highest point of roof

· Install a spark arrestor, consisting of a piece of stainless steel wire mesh, fitted 700 mm from the top, covering the full width of the flue.  Be careful to install in such a way that birds can’t nest there.
· Do get an architect or structural engineer to discuss any plans for extending your thatched property with your thatcher to ensure any roofing alterations which you intend to have thatched are suitable for thatching. 

· Do obtain an independent survey of the condition of the thatch on the property you intend to purchase from an individual who does not have a vested interest in any potential financial outlay as a result of the survey

· Do always get more than one quotation for any thatching work which is required and bear in mind that the best thatchers can sometimes be booked months in advance. The quality of the thatcher, their experience in using the material, the quality of the material as well as the pitch of the roof and geographical or meteorological factors e.g. wind, all play a major role. The key is to choose the right thatcher, who in turn will ensure the correct thatch materials, are used to meet the demands of the location and design of the property within the constraints of National Building Regulations and local municipality’s requirements.

· Thatched homes are not disproportionately expensive to insure – it is simply a matter of shopping around and finding an insurer who is experienced in thatched properties.
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