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Dedicated to my Mother and Father,


for allowing me a gloriously unfettered


childhood, with the freedom to roam the


wild woods from dawn ’til dusk, and make fires.
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INTRODUCTION


The genial cheerfulness of logs blazing on an open hearth has no equal; wood fibres hold summer’s languid days to be spectacularly released in a winter fire’s warm radiance. But while the aesthetic appeal of the flames’ winding dance and the embers’ glowing colours is certainly a driver for the growing popularity of wood fires, there are other reasons too.


Sitting in soft firelight, I have often wondered why I am so fascinated by fire. And I am not alone in this feeling either – people and cultures worldwide consider fire a strangely singular comfort. It can certainly be a useful and constant companion, but it is so much more. Fire warms, consoles, and touches the very hearts of us, like a loving, worldly wise relative. A fireside chair is a cosy nest in which to while away the time deep in conversation or lost in sleepy-eyed contemplation.




Fire warms, consoles, and touches the very hearts of us, like a loving, worldly wise relative.





I have spent a lifetime with wood fires. As a boy, I would roam the woods with friends building leafy dens, all of which were furnished with a small fire. At the age of 16, I left school and went to work in woodlands – I was at once at home in my new career. I loved working as the horseman’s boy, chaining up large chestnut logs while the weathered horseman coaxed the massive horse to haul them out. I also helped a lovely old lady in the estate’s Christmas tree plantation. She had once been a beauty queen and during World War II was put to work as a Land Army girl in the woodlands; she never left. Another of my duties was to light the woodsmen’s lunchtime campfire.


I soon found myself managing forests, but ended up loosely tied to a desk. By way of escape, a new passion for hunting for gold emerged, which took me to some of the world’s wildest places. The campfire skills I had developed as a boy became crucial: as in ancient times, my fire was central to life in these remote camps. Leaving my comfortable, well-paid office job, I opted to embrace a simple, wholesome life working with trees and hunting for gold – and spending much more time by my beloved fireside. Since I left work, I have never once wished I was back at my desk.


The idea of this book had been forming in my mind for many years. There are plenty of volumes and television programmes about making fires for wilderness survival, but very few that talk about how to make a good fire at home – for heat, or simply for the love of having a cosy log fire. I know that my general happiness is enhanced by spending time beside fires, and it concerned me that much of what I’d been taught by the old woodsmen seemed to be fading away from our collective memory.


We are so much the result of fire’s influence that it is almost as if we evolved concurrently with it. Much of what makes humans different to other animals can be traced back to our relationship with fire. Long, long before people learned to make fire at will, our small, ape-like ancestors learned that fire brought many benefits. They learned that it was good to be near fire and cautiously formed a partnership that has lasted to this day; in that time fire has not changed or evolved, but we have.




Much of what makes humans different to other animals can be traced back to our relationship with fire.





Fire changed our physiology, as well as giving us the time to think, plan, and organize. In the wild, chimpanzees spend more than six hours a day eating their raw food and feeding times would have been similar for our pre-fire ancestors. Cooking food begins to break it down so that digestion in the body is easier and the energy is absorbed more quickly and efficiently. As a result of the discovery and development of cooking, many modern humans consume their total daily intake of food in less than an hour. Our bodies changed as a response to the benefits of cooked food: we evolved to have smaller mouths and teeth, a shorter digestive tract, and larger brains. Fire freed up our days, releasing us from raw food consumption and, importantly, it also lengthened our days. Our early fire-using ancestors now had spare hours in which to nurture their nascent social development, and they could use a fire’s light to push back each evening’s unwelcome darkness. When fire was first tamed is not known; there is evidence of formal fire use from 790,000 years ago at a lakeside site in Israel, but what of smaller fires out on the open plain, where the wind and weather will have long since scattered any trace? The remains of my many boyhood fires have now melted back into the woodlands I played in and that was only 50 years ago, so what hope is there of finding the fire of a Homo erectus from almost 2 million years ago? Whatever the truth, fire has been with us for an unimaginably long time, helping to shape our bodies and minds; perhaps it is this fact, wired deep into our sub-conscious, that fuels our fascination with its flickering flames.




Healthy woodlands play a vital role in protecting archaeology and the increasingly important regulation of our water and soils. Additionally, in burning wood we may be using some waste wood for fuel that would otherwise go to landfill.





Good fires are the result of acquired knowledge and practice. In this book I hope to share all that I have learned through many years of trial and error and from the generous help of the fire-wise people I have met and worked with. I have hugely enjoyed my life with wood fires, both at home and in camps from the Australian bush to the Arctic sub-tundra. One would have thought that in the 21st century this most antiquated fuel would be facing obsolescence, but in fact the opposite seems to be true. The husbandry of wood fires is enjoying a renaissance as fossil fuel costs soar and people’s desire for a little more self-sufficiency and sustainability grows. In our gadget-filled lives, we seem to have a yearning to relearn the simple living skills that were once commonplace – although fire was the television of our forbears!


Gathering and using wood for fuel, sustainably and in balance with the other benefits that woodland and forests bring, is a good thing for all of us. The fossilized carbon fuels stay locked deep underground, and we gently continue our fascinating two million-year relationship with the unique phenomenon of wood fire.


For many people, fire is celebratory, used for bonfires, barbecues, and candlelit dinners. For others, as in ancient times, it is an important part of home heating. More than ever before, we have a responsibility to use our wood wisely and keep our air clean. Happily, we can.
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CHAPTER ONE



*


THE WOOD FIRES LIFESTYLE


“We chopped wood for the night and carried it in; dry beech sticks as brittle as candy … Indoors, our Mother was cooking pancakes, her face aglow from the fire.”


— LAURIELEE, CIDER WITH ROSIE (1959)





Adopting wood as a heating fuel within your home is in some ways like getting a new pet – wood fires are a lifestyle choice. Your fires will require housing, tending, feeding, and cleaning out. They will bring mess into your home and be something else to think about before you go out for the day, or go to bed.


But for all that, how many of us love our pets, take great comfort in them, and would not be without them for the world? I know with absolute certainty that wood fires have hugely enriched my life. The gathering and storing of wood, the bits of sawdust, leaves, and twigs that land on my carpet, the occasional cleaning out of the soft white ashes – I love it. I would do it ten times over to have the cheerful glow of a living wood fire in my sitting room.


However much I enjoy the flames and firelight, there is more to it than that – there is something else, something subtle and deep, that drives me. It is my love of everything involved, the total process: self-reliance, the people I meet, and being in touch with my local woodlands and the wider countryside. There is a feeling of touching nature herself – not as a tourist or a spectator, but through being actively involved, understanding our past, and being at one with this most ancient way of life – which brings an awareness and sense of “belonging” that is hard to describe. For me, this all forms part of the“wood fires lifestyle” and no other heating fuel comes close.


In this chapter I intend to look at the question of whether wood fires and their associated lifestyle are right for you: to consider what is involved and the wider benefits of being involved with wood as a heating fuel. Many people are, quite rightly, increasingly interested in environmental issues and there is a very strong environmental case for responsibly burning sustainably produced fuel wood. When burning wood in the modern world, I believe there is a moral, environmental, financial, and/or legal need to get the most heat from the least amount of fuel, and to learn good clean-burning techniques to keep smoke and particulate emissions to a minimum. When burning wood, there are two key things to know: that the heat energy produced per kilogram of seasoned logs is roughly the same for all tree species, and that dryness is everything. However, there is still so much more to know about wood fires.



ARE WOOD FIRES RIGHT FOR YOU?


Before we look too closely at the wider benefits of a wood fires lifestyle, we need to first consider whether wood-fired heating is right for you. There are six fundamental factors to consider when choosing to burn wood:


— Is wood as a fuel right for you?


— What level of commitment are you prepared to make?


— Do you have anywhere suitable to store the wood (and do you really want a pile of firewood there)?


— Is your home (and chimney) suitable for wood fires?


— Do you live in an area where wood burning in the home is permitted?


— Are you confident of being able to obtain the wood you need in your area (and at a price you are prepared to pay)?


Just before considering each of these questions in more detail, I think it is worth noting that no heating fuel is trouble-free. Even the most modern and sophisticated heating systems are fallible; electricity disconnections and power cuts are common, many areas are without piped gas, and bottled gas comes with its own problems and inconveniences. Domestic heating oil is a little like wood in that you need to order it in advance, store a long-term supply on your property, and find room for the boiler that burns it. However, you still need electricity to make the oil-fired boiler work, so if there is a power cut you will have no heating. Coal has the advantage of being a concentrated source of heat energy, requiring a smaller storage area, but everything else about it is dirty or smells bad. The tang of coal smoke scent in your room is not pleasant, and the clinker (ash that has fused into a hard glassy slag) and ash must be cleaned out daily.


The point is that, although using wood fuel may present a number of inconveniences, none of the available alternatives is perfect either. I’ve yet to meet anyone who takes pleasure in a coal, gas, electricity, or oil heating “lifestyle” – these fuels are just commodities.


Is wood as a fuel right for you?


This first question really addresses the simple choice of “Can I be bothered?” You need to be very honest with yourself here. People often say “where there’s a will, there’s a way” and in wood heating this is certainly the case: whether or not your chimney is perfect, local logs are readily available, or there are suitable sheds in your garden, if you are really keen there will be a way to make it work. Your keenness and commitment are very important, but before making a decision you should mull over all the wider lifestyle benefits. If you already have a wood fire then of course you are a fair way down the decision-making process, but if you are currently thinking about buying your first wood-burning stove or opening up a fireplace, you should take the time to consider whether using wood fuel will become a joy or a nightmare. To help determine this, I would recommend talking to friends or relatives already subscribed to the wood fires lifestyle. Then, once you are certain that you want to embrace this antiquated and inconvenient heating fuel, you should aim to learn all you can as quickly as possible. After all, wood burning is not that difficult – until quite recently it’s what everybody did.


What level of commitment can you make?


To a large extent, the more important wood is going to be in terms of heating your home, the more you have to think about. For many people it is enough to have the occasional log fire in an open fireplace to supplement the existing central heating. This may be to make the room cosy as a treat during bad weather, or to make it extra special at Christmas or for a dinner party. At this basic level of commitment you will always be able to find enough wood, storage shouldn’t be a problem, and as long as you learn how to lay and light a fire everything should be fairly straightforward. I think that for some people a log basket loaded with “carefullest carelessness” is more important than the fire. The wood basket heaped with beautiful white-barked birch logs has an aesthetic charm all of its own and is a most appropriate decorative feature beside a summer’s empty hearth.


A mid-level commitment would imply that wood forms a major part of the home heating plan, but is combined with other heating. This is the situation in my cottage. I have two electrical storage heaters that are set on low throughout the winter to help keep out the chill and damp, but I also rely hugely on an excellent wood-burning stove in my living room and an open fire in my front room. Using wood-fired heating in conjunction with another fuel option is a good choice for many people. You can fully enjoy a wood fires lifestyle, but do not have all your eggs in one basket.


Perhaps you are considering a high level of commitment – total wood-fired heating. If so, then you really do need to consider each of the six factors very carefully and take professional advice on wood fuel supply and appropriate boiler systems. While total wood heating is not uncommon in rural North America and the heavily wooded countries of Europe, it is very uncommon in Britain.




I never try to keep my stove going all night as many people do; there are real problems and dangers with doing this, especially with regard to open fires, but also with stoves.
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Do you have anywhere suitable to store the wood?


The importance of a well-designed wood shed and the fundamentals of good storage are covered in Chapter 6, but for now the question is: do you really have the room for all the wood fuel you need? You should assume that you will be buying “green” or “unseasoned” wood – recently felled and high in moisture – at least until you are sure of a trustworthy supplier of “seasoned” dry logs. So you are probably looking at having at least one year’s fuel supply on your property, off the ground, and under cover. If wood is to be a significant heating fuel for you then this will probably mean a few tons. I’m focusing on wood as firewood logs here; if you are thinking of woodchip heating then this is in a different league and a purpose-built woodchip store is needed. If wood pellets or briquettes are your chosen fuel, then storage should be simple as they will usually be supplied in bags.



Is your home suited to a wood fire?


This may be the one question that you need professional help in answering. We will look at the hearth, wood-burning stove, and chimney later in this chapter, however if there is any doubt at all and it is not the current custom and practice to burn wood in your home, then taking a few hours of professional advice would be prudent. There is a range of people worth listening to; some probably won’t charge for their time, others may. But if you are likely to be burning wood for many years to come, a little time and money invested at this stage could pay huge dividends later. Local professional people worth approaching could include a wood stove supplier, an architect, and a chimney sweep. Between them you could reasonably expect these people to give you a good overall view of whether your home and chimney are suitable for wood burning and whether it is reasonable to do so.


Is wood burning in the home permitted in your area?


This question is not as simple as it seems and you may well have already received the answer when taking professional advice about your home. Most clean air legislation is not focused on what you are actually burning in the home, but the emissions you are releasing into the atmosphere – especially the emissions of particulate matter. I have often heard people say “I would love to burn wood, but I can’t because I live in a smokeless zone.” If you have not actually checked what the legislation in your area requires, then this is a purely self-imposed restriction. Domestic wood-burning stove technology is now so good that there are stoves approved for use in smokeless zones and when burning properly seasoned wood correctly, the emissions from these approved stoves fall well within permitted levels. This is because once these stoves are hot and running normally they thoroughly burn all that is inflammable within the wood and no smoky emissions of soot particles or unburned hydrocarbons are released up the chimney. So in fact the question really is: “Am I limited in my choice of fire and stove by local emissions regulations?” Your local government environment department should be able to guide you on this.



Can you obtain the wood you need?


I have left this question until last, but in fact it may be even more important than your commitment to having wood fires that we considered initially. Nothing can be achieved if the supply of raw material is not available. I first had this piece of wisdom explained to me when I was a very junior forest manager and went to visit a canny old saw miller who worked in Rendlesham Forest on the east coast of England. His business was booming and he was clearly a most capable man. I have always been interested in success and took the opportunity to quiz him on what he believed was the most important factor in the continuing prosperity of his business. Almost without hesitation he replied “Supply!” He went on to explain that it didn’t matter how good your equipment, staff, designs, marketing, and selling techniques were – if you didn’t have supply, you had nothing. What was true for a booming sawmill business is also true for your home. Long before you start looking at beautiful wood stoves, or the more prosaic matter of whether your chimney needs to be lined, look very long and hard at the question of wood fuel availability in your area (Chapter 4 looks more closely at buying firewood and how to find local merchants and suppliers).


THE WIDER BENEFITS OF A WOOD FIRES LIFESTYLE


For me this is where wood as a fuel, and in particular firewood logs, scores massively over all of its competitors. I have no doubt that a wood fires lifestyle brings many welcome wider benefits and should enrich your life through better health and fitness, and the development of new skills. There are no zero-environmental-impact heating fuels, and sustainably produced wood, burned efficiently, is as good as it gets. Possibly as important as the environmental benefits are the psychological ones – making new and interesting acquaintances, the sense of well-being felt after working among trees, or just sitting quietly in the soporific calm of firelight.



Fuel and furze day


The village in Norfolk where I live has many excellent qualities, one of which is that it has a small charitable trust managing an area of wooded common that was set aside over 200 years ago for the “poor of the village to gather fuel and furze”. (“Furze” is Ulex europaeus, now more commonly called gorse, and was once a very important fuel; Thomas Hardy’s rural poor had a whole industry devoted to gathering and supplying furze.) The trustees organize a working day from time to time to keep the woodlands and fence lines in good order, and the payment for the day’s labour is a small load of firewood. Perhaps that doesn’t sound like a good deal, but let me describe the last day I spent working with them and explain why I feel that it is. It was a Sunday morning in early January; the ground was hard with frost and a thick, damp fog hung heavy in the woodland. There were eight of us working that day and as each one drifted in with an axe or chainsaw, calling cheerily through the gloom and keen to get started, I was encouraged to get a campfire going with the dripping twigs, ready to boil a kettle and fry bacon. Determined not to lose face, I took great care to light the fire with one match, using precious scraps of birch and honeysuckle bark from the sodden woodland. The group worked on steadily, each at their own pace – we were not on piecework, there were no bosses or foreman to chase or scold us, and no challenging production targets to meet. And yet, by the time the kettle was whistling, a couple of tons of firewood had already been logged and split. We worked a relatively short day, but each of us was tired as we packed up and headed home, damp and dirty and already making plans for the next “fuel and furze” day.


People working together in friendship, filling a foggy woodland glade with life and cheerful bustle, meant a great deal to me. By being interested in firewood and happy to give up some time, my life was enriched in the following ways: some “free” wood, improved fitness and health, learning or maintaining forestry skills, an improved social network, supporting a local charity, supporting my village – and happiness. I enjoyed being out in the winter-scented air, the simple unhurried work at my own pace, swinging an axe, loading the split logs into the back of a pickup truck – and I knew from the pleasing aches I had the following day that I’d toned almost every muscle in my body. The question of how it brought me happiness is harder to answer though, and touches on a subject that has become something of a holy grail in recent years.


Now I realize that this may all begin to sound somewhat removed from logs, but for just a little longer I want to focus on the life-enhancing quality that wood fires can bring – something so important to us and barely touched upon in more technical “wood-as-fuel” books.
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Improving your “social capital”


Why, then, did a few hours of hard, unpaid labour make me happier? Humans are essentially social animals with a very deep-rooted need to belong, to be part of a group, to respect others, and, in turn, to be respected. We need to believe that what we are doing is worthwhile and that our future is something to look forward to. That day of steady firewood production – working, laughing, jibes, banter, the planning beforehand, and discussions afterwards – reinforced my place in the village community. We can further define this using the phrase “social capital”, which describes an important concept. We can readily measure our material worth or “fiscal capital” – property, earnings, savings, shares, pension, etc – but how can we measure our social worth? The human networks we belong to, the interaction, value, and respect we share with family, friends, work colleagues, and neighbours all count towards our “social capital”. For most of us there would seem to be a direct correlation between the breadth and number of social networks we engage with, our place and respect within each network, and our happiness. That “fuel and furze” day topped up my social capital account very nicely.




Apparently the UK’s gross domestic product has gone up roughly tenfold since the 1950s and yet our level of happiness is, at best, about the same.





In the paragraphs above I’ve described a full wood fires lifestyle experience, but you do not have to be fully involved to reap the social rewards. Together with two neighbours, I once bought several tons of full-length beech logs. We had a really good time hauling the logs home and sawing them up, complete with an excellent picnic in the woods and some home-made cider (once the cutting was finished). From time to time I have to buy in ready-cut logs, and even then I sometimes meet the men who delivered them in the pub later. On walks with my children I would always have them on the alert for any kindling twigs or bits of driftwood we could take home – unusually practical and short-lived souvenirs of our day out. It all makes happy memories and builds some more welcome social capital.


Wood fires really should enrich your life, from the simple childlike pleasure gained by quietly watching your fire’s mesmerizing dance while wind and rain lash the windows, to the memorable days out and friendships that can arise from a greater involvement. To be back in touch with the seasons and nature feels timeless – the only ancient skill remaining that is not just a hobby. You must be sure that wood heating is right for you, as discussed in the early part of this chapter – after that it is up to you to choose how involved you would like to be.


YOUR HEARTH, STOVE & CHIMNEY


It is best to approach the question of the type of fire you need as a simple appraisal. First of all, consider the status quo – whether the “do nothing” option is acceptable. In this case you are happy with the fireplace or stove you have and so no changes are required. Then again, you may decide that what you currently have is not quite right and you want greater efficiency or cleaner burning and need to improve your fireplace, stove, or chimney. The third possibility is that you are starting from scratch – your home is very modern and perhaps doesn’t even have a chimney.


My first house was relatively modern and had been designed to burn coal. I rented this property and was not permitted to change the two open fireplaces, but as a forester there was no way I wanted to live with coal fires. I therefore had to accept the status quo in terms of the fireplaces and focused on changing the heating fuel. My answer to this conundrum was to burn small, very dry logs of only the best firewood – my woodpile was 90% beech, oak, hornbeam, and elm. This worked and kept my home warm enough. But on the very coldest days, and although it felt a little bit like cheating, I did perk up even these very good fires with a little sea coal. I lived 4.8km (3mi) from the coast and adored beachcombing after winter storms looking for amber and jet, but what I mostly found was washed-up coal, so I took the occasional sackful home.


Improving your fireplace


If you have an open fire but feel sure that things could be improved, then your new ideas and problem-solving list should include the following considerations. You should think about the possibility of raising the hearth; people with wood fires in old houses have found that this helps the fire to draw in air and, as the fire is a little higher, it is warmer to sit around. One man who took considerable care with this question believed the ideal height to be 25cm (10in) from the floor. If the fire smokes, fitting a hood in the fireplace may help. When coal became plentiful, in many old houses the large open wood-burning fireplace was closed up and fitted with a very small coal grate. If there is evidence of this in your home reopening the old fireplace is an option. I did this once in a Norfolk farmhouse. The small Victorian grate was pretty but useless, and the lintel above it showed clearly that the fireplace had once been much bigger. I knocked a hole through and peered in with a torch – it was glorious. I felt like a caver who had just discovered a group of prehistoric paintings, as behind the Victorian front was a vast cavern, the chimney bricks blackened from the wood fires of well over 100 years ago. My first thought was the possibility of hidden treasure, so I made the hole a little bigger and sent Daisy, my ten-year-old daughter, in with a torch. The ancient oak lintel had spells carved across it, so I assumed that further precautions against witchcraft might lie hidden in the chimney. Daisy was pleased to report no mummified cats, but sadly no hidden hoard either.


A massive improvement to consider with open fires is the possibility of creating an underfloor draft. This is a duct from the fireplace to the outside which feeds air directly into the fire. This improvement hugely reduces the drafts across your room, as it stops the cold outside air from being sucked in through gaps around the windows and doors. The outside end of the ducting needs a grill to prevent unwelcome wildlife from also using it. Another major undertaking, but worth considering if you are doing any building work to the chimney, is fitting a back boiler to provide you with hot water from the fire. Finally, there is something wonderfully immediate about an open fire, with nothing between you and the flames, but perhaps the biggest efficiency improvement you can make is to fit an insert or a wood-burning stove.




I have seen some very good examples of an underfloor draft with a neatly polished, adjustable brass inlet grill either side of the fire. These need to be removable as curious children are apt to poke things into them.





The British seem to have been slow in adopting closed wood-burning stoves, preferring the blaze of a generous open fire, which is ironic as the open fire burns many more logs than a stove and we have for a long time been one of the least wooded nations in Europe. The wood fires enthusiast W. Robinson notes in his 1917 book My Wood Fires and Their Story that: “In many parts of France, Hungary, and Central Europe they have good wood fires, chiefly in closed stoves, which we might do well to imitate.” Very much earlier the redoubtable Benjamin Franklin was of a similar view; desiring to improve upon inefficient household fires, in 1741 he set about designing an iron stove. While much modified, Franklin stoves are still widely available.


Whether you are looking at fitting a new wood-burning stove or simply replacing one that you are not happy with, give careful thought to the following advice. I strongly suggest that this is a time to buy the best quality you can afford; cheap and cheerful is not what you need with a wood stove. There is a wide range of good stoves available these days, from the almost futuristically modern to gorgeous, highly decorated cast-iron or ceramic traditional designs. The choice is yours – find something appealing that sits comfortably with the style of your home.


Some stoves have the option of being fitted with a water jacket and this may be something that appeals to you. As the stove will draw considerably less air than the open fire, your chimney will need to be fitted with a register plate. These plates seal off the chimney while allowing access for the stovepipe. Make sure that the register plate fitted has an access hatch for an unlined chimney to be easily inspected and swept.


If in making your decision to embrace a wood fires lifestyle you decide to buy a wood boiler, then you most definitely need professional advice from a competent wood fires engineer. Modern boilers are superb and highly efficient, but in making your decision to use this technology to provide your heating, you must make a rigorous appraisal of your home’s maximum and minimum heat load, the plumbing, the most suitable fuel type, and its storage. This is way beyond simply lighting a hearth or stove fire and you will need an expert’s help to follow this option.
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Starting from scratch


If you live in a modern home that was not built with a chimney and are really keen to have a fire, then there is still the possibility of having a wood stove. Fitting a wood pellet stove may be the easiest, but it may also be possible to have a log-burning stove with an insulated stovepipe running up the outside wall of the house. Again, I would strongly recommend that you take professional advice when doing this as strict building regulations govern the size, spacing, fitting, and height of the stovepipe.


It is hard to imagine nowadays, but not so very long ago only castles and manors had a chimney. In The Cottage Homes of England Stewart Dick states that: “It was probably not until the second half of the 16th century that chimneys in the smaller dwellings became common.” Chimneys were something very special and most people, i.e. the rural poor, did not have one. In their rustic dwellings the smoke drifted and eddied until it finally found its way out – not necessarily a huge problem during summer, when the doors and shutters could be open, but possibly so in winter!
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