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Concerning the hearth....

As the daylight fades and temperatures begin to fall we find 
the pull of the hearth-side.
It is interesting to watch the reaction of those who only have 
radiators or underfloor heating for company when they enter 
a home with a living fire! Hearth and home were, for 
millennia, one and the same thing. Warmth, light, protection 
and the promise of cooked food are still things that resonate 
with us today - especially during the Dark Season.

It is not necessary to travel too far back in time to meet with 
the central hearth - it's original position within the home. On 
the fringes of the British Isles the central hearth persisted in 
cottage homes until the Second World War. As over 70% of 
the heat from an open fire is drawn straight up the flue it will 
be seen that an open, centrally placed hearth is far more 
efficient. It will give more heat and require less fuel,the last 
point being very important if your fuel had to be paid for.

 Today we might not relish the idea of a room full of smoke! 
But as with many ancient techniques for living, we don't 
always see the full picture. For a start, the height of roof 
(open to the rafters) is very important and will give the 
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smoke space to gather. Roof ventilation could be provided 
by vents or gaps high in the gable walls; by vents or simple 
louvres in the roof itself, or from what may have been 
unglazed or partially glazed windows. We should remember 
that our fully sealed and draught-proofed houses are avery 
recent phenomena and, some might say, not a very healthy 
one. 

It is quite usual to see much lower seating  in furniture that 
was originally made for, say, a Scottish croft with a central 
hearth. This means that the occupants were sitting beneath 
the smoke and, most importantly, not in it.  The smoke itself 
acts as a rather crude insecticide and at the reconstructed 
Anglo Saxon buildings at West Stow in Suffolk, it has been 
found that the thatch and roof structure remains in better 
condition if daily fires are lit in the buildings.

So, once we can accept the usefulness of the central hearth 
we can follow it back through time - and what a journey! For 
a lay-person such as myself it becomes a source of 
amazement that something as seemingly ephemeral as a 
hearth can survive in the archaeological record when almost 
all else has gone. Thus the stains of burning and carbonised 
particles highlight the hearths of the Saxon hall, the Iron Age 
roundhouse, the Bronze Age farmstead. The most amazing 
hearth must be the one excavated at Howick on the 
Northumberland coast. This, mother of all central hearths, 
was first lit around 10,000 years ago. It is part of a 
Mesolithic round house and provided warmth and comfort 
for some of our hunter-gatherer ancestors. It was, in fact, a 
series of hearths built one upon the other. Preserved within 
these hearths were hazelnuts, which were used to carbon 
date the hearth series. It was possible from these dates to 
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show that the central hearth (and thus the round house) had 
been in use for two hundred years. Ten thousand winters of 
drawing towards the fire and watching pictures in the 
flames.

After the Norman Conquest we see the hearth slowly taking 
its place by the wall and smoke bays and fire-hoods finally 
developing into the fully enclosed flue with chimney that we 
know today. Although the flameds no longer dance in the 
centre of the room, their living presence is always remarked 
upon whenever they are met.

Paul Mobbs 
February 2015
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