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Summary

Members of the Station related their experiences with regard

to fireplaces in the home.

Fires beneath hearths and surrounds were reported,

Movements

in hearths and surrounds had alse been noticed as had heating up

of the surround and cracking of grates.

!‘

R
-~

Fire Research Station,
Boreham Woad,

July, 1961, Herts,

© BRE Trust (UK) Permission is granted for personal noncommercial research use. Citation of the work is allowed and encouraged.



"\

s - Ay

. FIRE EHAZARD (F HEARTHS AND FIREPLACES
. oy .
Jane M, Mather

A questionnaire relating to the fire hazard of hearths and fireplaces was
sent to all members of the Fire Reséarch Station. Eighty-five forms were
returned. Just over 80% of* the respondents had open fireplaces in the hOme but”
their related éxperiences were not confined to these dwellings.: .

Seven cases of fire were reporb.ed y of which four had ococurred under the.
hearth, and three behind the surround. Fourteen of the respondents had noticed
movements by hearths and/or surrounds, wh:l.lﬁ‘l: two had observed unexpla.ined
heating -of the sm'rounﬁ. .

Bires under hearths

One fire had re_,éulted'from careless workmenship. An old range had been .
replaced by a modern fireplace smeller in slze so that a gap was left between it
and the hearth. Soot and ashes had fallen into this gap and the soot hdad
igniteds ’

In the further three cases of fire reported timber joists beneath the hearths
were either smouldering or alight. Thisa fype of fire occurrence might be
expected in old houses which have been converted into flats or bed=sitiing rooms
so that fireplaces originally built for occassl onal use (as in bedrooms) are being
used contimiously. The condrete’ hearths are sometimes of poor gquality, whilst
the hearth timbers may be too near the fireplaces. The-three fires reported
appear te have arisen from this cause, and ore respondent stetéd that similar.
incidents had been observed frequently in one area of Londen with which he waa .
femiliar.

Fires behind a surround _
Each of the three fires recounted was different in character.

One was probably a chimiey fire;, where ;!:he hea.t from the chimmey forced out
the ms.ntelshelf eracking the surround.

The area hehind the surrmmd and firebrick was not sealed off from the
chimney, in another instance, so that soot got behind the metal surround (which
hecame very hot blistering nearby paintwqug. Resulting fires were extinguished
by cups of water.

The third case occurred in Australie in a colonial-type wooden house. Mortar
between the surround and wall oracked and became disleodged. Thé passage of hot
gases through the resulting gaps heated the woodwork which ignited.

Movement in hearth and surround

The type -of movement most commonly noticed by members of the Station was an
apparent forward movement of the hearth away from the surround; ten instances
of this were cited. One respondent stated that hearth movement, having been
observed, had been successfully counteracted by fastening ‘b:unber mouldings to- the
floor as c¢lose to the hearth as possible., In one instance quoted a gap was
formed between the hearth and the gurrounding floorboerds, but there was no
noticeable gap between hearth and fireplade: the surround, however, had maved,
leaving a gap between the mantelshelf and wall,
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Independent downward movemént of b’q‘_th. ﬁeéi‘th én&’ surround was observed
in old property, probably due to settlement or distortion of the wooden
Joists supporting them.

In other instances oracks in the plaster around the surround had been
noticed, but expansion and contraction of the surround do not appear to
have causeé’. movemen‘t in any cons:.atent direction.- .
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Mortar holding tiled hearths dnd. surrounds hes been observed to crack
and disintegrate, making for cracked hearth tiles and loose surround tiles.

The gap behind the surround hed filled up with séot in one instance,

(suppoaedly without the occurrence of a fire; +the present océupant was not

using the f:l.repla.oe). The supposition wes thet no sealing had been provided,

or was inefficient, or else movement of the masonry had mede the sealing

ineffective. A similar situation may well have been the cause of the two

observed cases of unexplained heating of the surround.
Another case invelved a closéd stdve, where a .gap appeared behind the

hardwoad shélf a‘bove ‘the surround. It is surmised that there: was a

shrinkage of the hardwood shelf and’ softwood batten,

Cracks in the grate itself” had also been observed by two' respondents,’
together with the fleking eway of lining from -the chimney. .

Gonclusions . - : .

The inquizw covered no particular pemod and wag not intended té
relate to any particular statistical population. It recorded the’ exper:.enoe
&f 85 respondents in an attempt to discover what structural faults in -
hearths and fireplaces had resulted in fire or the likelihood of fire. .

From the questionnaires examined it appears thet movements and cracking
of hearths and surrounds occur not infrequently, but without sériocus
consequences except when sufficient to bhreak the' seal between the fireplace
or chimney and the surround. Under-hearth fires result from the ignition
of timber which, under current bye-laws, should not he present in a modern
hearth and, in the present inquiry, were recorded only in old houses
converted inte flats; it is known that Fire Brigades attend about 2000
such fires each year, however, and that not all of these are in old houses.

ey





