Old House Mysteries
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1: Image from Eclipse Stoves, Catalog No. 26: Illustrating
Cast and Steel Ranges, Cast Cook, Heating Stoves for Coal
and Wood and School Heating Apparatus; n.d., c.1913.
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Living in a home that was built in 1911, | wonder how it
provided for the basic creature comforts 100+ years
ago. | see remnants of older systems that once existed
here. Perhaps, if you live in an old house, you have
similar "artifacts" to explain how your home once
worked.

These systems, which were essential to the comfort of
occupants and the functionality of a home, were some
of the first to be upgraded and replaced when newer,
better, or more economical versions came along. Prior
to the modern systems currently in place, how did my
home provide heat, lighting, plumbing and hot water?
Fortunately, there are clues all around the house, and
with a little research we can discover more about
these systems and how they worked.

The Kitchen

Let’s begin in the kitchen, the place where we gather,
cook meals, talk, eat, open mail, or do homework.
Today’s kitchen is often large, open, bright, and clean.
It frequently serves as an extension of our living and
dining space. Historically, kitchens also served many
of these same functions, but food preparation was
from scratch using natural and unprocessed
ingredients, refined through intensive manual labor.
Surely the sights and smells might have been
overwhelming at times, and not particularly attractive
to family or guests of a refined home. More than 100
years ago, kitchens were often hot, sometimes dirty,
and mostly utilitarian in nature, in some respects more
like a furnace or utility room than the typical kitchen of
today. They were not a place that you would invite
guests to sip wine or graze a charcuterie board on a
gleaming granite countertop, while you chop
vegetables or put the final touches on



tonight’s dish. Sure, there would have been a range or
stove to cook food, but it was a beast compared to a
modern gas or electric. Gas ranges, which had been
invented in the nineteenth century, gained popularity
in the teens and twenties in cities where natural gas
was available; electric ranges coming about a decade
later. Up until that time, a typical kitchen range used
either wood or coal, which produced ash and soot and
was a daily chore to stoke. While the extra heat given
off by the range provided comfort in the winter, it was
an unwelcome waste in the warmer months of the
year.

In my kitchen, a chimney remains, which gives some
clue to the approximate location of the range, which
had to be vented. Since my home was outside of the
city and gas ranges were still in their infancy, the
original kitchen range was likely designed for wood or
coal fuel.

Hot Water

What about hot water? Did the occupants a hundred
years ago have to heat it on the stove? In some homes
that would be the case, in others a water tank or boiler
was associated with the kitchen range to provide a

means to circulate, heat and store hot water for
2: Abandoned kitchen chimney. Note the circular patch in washing and bathing. Of course, water would be

the center where the original stove pipe would have been. heating only when the range was in use. For homes
that were fortunate enough to have indoor plumbing,
the bathroom was necessarily located close to the
source of hot water. The ‘model’ configuration had a
range in the kitchen with adjacent tank and supply
pipes going to the kitchen sink, bathroom above, and
laundry sink in the basement below. This stacked
arrangement of plumbing makes sense for ease of
installation, to minimize the length of water and soil
lines, and to connect fixtures to a single sewer and

vent pipe at the same location.

Coincidentally, the bathroom in my house is located on
the second floor, directly above the kitchen. The water

supply pipes pass through the area where the range

3: Cistern behind house.

would have been originally located, feeding both the



Ward & Co. catalog, Economy in Plumbing, n.d.,
¢.1920.

5: Unknown pipe in basement floor, presumably an
earlier well used with a pump and pressure tank,
prior to the extension of city water service to the
area.

bathroom above and a laundry sink in the basement below.
A cistern behind the house, which was fed by the roof gutters
and downspouts, supplied soft rainwater for laundry by a
separate faucet. My home, which was built in a quickly
growing area near the city, was ‘modern’ for the time.

Heating

| wonder how my home was originally heated? There is a
fireplace in the living room, but it was designed as a mostly
aesthetic feature and (at best) a supplementary heat source.
By 1911, a modern home had a central furnace as the main
source of heat for the colder months of the year. My furnace
is located in the basement, with ductwork supplying heated
air to registers in each room of the house. The current
system is gas-fired with forced hot air via a large fan in the
unit. Itincludes a condenser outside to provide central air
conditioning for the hot summer months. This is likely the
third heating fuel used to feed my home’s furnace. In the
basement and outside, there are remnants of older fuel
delivery and storage equipment, including an abandoned
coal chute and an empty heating oil tank still in the corner of
the basement.

6: Pipe for filling the heating oil tank (left) and coal chute door
(right)



7: Majestic Coal Chute 8: Coal chute and abandoned (empty) heating oil tank

The original furnace was likely a warm air pipe system designed to burn coal, which was widely used by the late
1800s until the 1930s, when heating oil began to displace coal as a popular alternative. Coal was delivered to the
basement of the house via the coal chute, and manually fed into the furnace daily by the homeowner. Some
were fortunate enough to have an automatic coal feeder or stoker, although you would still have to regularly feed
it, though not as often, and remove the clinkers and ashes from the furnace periodically.

OLD AIR
FACE

=
~ A

. » .
s e |
\Q_' >
——

COLD AIR goCT U7
BELOW JBISTS S
- %

9: Warm air pipe furnace system illustrated in Ward’s Complete Catalog of Plumbing, Heating, Building Materials (1935).



As heating oil gained popularity, many former coal furnaces were converted to burn it, eliminating the need to
stoke the furnace and remove ashes- a significant convenience for the occupants. Later, these furnaces were

often replaced by more efficient natural gas units in the 1950s and 60s. Newer advancements are geothermal,
electric, and solar.
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10: Automatic coal feeder offered in Ward’s Complete Catalog of Plumbing, Heating, Building Materials (1935).



Make Your Old Heating Plant Lead a CLEANER LIFE
... install a Wards OIL BURNER
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11: Oil burner shown in Ward’s Complete Catalog of Plumbing, Heating, Building Materials (1935), encouraging conversion
of older furnaces to fuel oil. The catalog description explains the popularity of converting from coal to oil. “No shoveling, no
waiting for the fire to ‘burn up,” no dusty, no ashes. It’s entirely automatic! Start it...set your thermostat for the
temperature desired, and the fire will burn only long enough to reach the desired temperature... then it stops
automatically.”

The remnants of obsolete systems in old homes tell the story of how occupants lived and found comfort as
technology changed over the decades. These artifacts represent the evolution from large, expensive and labor-
intensive systems to the efficient, comfortable systems that are widespread in homes today. Through
observation and a little research, a lot can be learned about these systems and how they once worked. If you live
in an older home, you may find that your place has a similar story to be discovered about the different ways
people found comfort within your walls through the generations.



