
[image: Image]

[image: image]

Frontispiece. 1806 advertisment for Henry Marriott’s patent jack. This mechanism is set up here to run two horizontal spits and three dangle-spits. Despite its name, no patent exists for Marriott’s jack. Sarah Sophia Banks Collection, BM 85.95. Photograph courtesy of the British Museum. See pp. 99–124 below.
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FOREWORD

C. Anne Wilson 

This book was inspired by two one-day symposia of the Leeds Symposium on Food History held in York in 2004 and 2005 and titled ‘Open Hearth Cookery’ and ‘Baking: from Cereal Crops to Oven-baked Goods’ respectively. Four of the chapters are based directly upon talks given at those two meetings. Of the remaining two, one has been contributed by Peter Brears and the other, on the subject of outdoor ox-roasts, has been added by Ivan Day himself.

At our Symposium on 24 April 2004 we also heard Sally Grainger speak on Roman cookery carried out over hot ashes, and in the afternoon she gave us a practical demonstration in the courtyard of nearby Fairfax House. In an adjacent area John Hudson showed us how to recreate some historic English recipes cooked over a chafing dish; while at our indoor venue Ivan offered us hands-on inspection of original spits and other hearth furnishings from earlier centuries.

At our Symposium on 16 April 2005 the first speaker was John Letts who told us about the wheat varieties of late medieval England, some of which are still grown in remote parts of Spain and Turkey. He had sourced seedcorn from there, and now cultivates the same cereals in southern England and tests the resultant flour in baking. Later, Malcolm Thick spoke about the types of bread in regular use in eighteenth-century England; and we also heard the talks by Laura Mason and Susan McLellan Plaisted, on which their chapters in this book are based, and another one by Ivan Day entitled ‘Pies, pasties and pastry.’

Previous volumes in this series ‘Food and Society’ have been issued as follows:


	 ‘Banquetting Stuffe’: the Fare and Social Background of the Tudor and Stuart Banquet, ed. C.A. Wilson (1986 Symposium), 1991. 

	 The Appetite and the Eye: Visual Aspects of Food and its Presentation within their Historic Context, ed. C.A. Wilson (1987 Symposium), 1991. 

	 Traditional Food East and West of the Pennines, ed. C.A. Wilson (1988 Symposium), 1991. 

	 Waste Not, Want Not: Food Preservation in Britain from Early Times to the Present Day, ed. C.A. Wilson (1989 Symposium), 1991. 

	 Liquid Nourishment: Potable Foods and Stimulating Drinks, ed. C.A. Wilson (1990 Symposium), 1993. 

	 Food for the Community: Special Diets for Special Groups, ed. C.A. Wilson (1991 Symposium), 1993. 

	 Luncheon, Nuncheon and Other Meals, ed. C.A. Wilson (1992 Symposium), 1994. Now republished in paperback as Eating with the Victorians (Sutton, 2004). 

	 The Country House Kitchen, 1650–1900: Skills and Equipment for Food Provisioning, ed. P.A. Sambrook and P. Brears (double volume for 1993 and 1994 Symposia), 1996. 

	 The Country House Kitchen Garden, 1600–1950: How Produce was Grown and How it was Used, ed. C.A. Wilson (1995 Symposium), 1998. 

	 Feeding a City: York, ed. E. White (double volume for 1997 and 1998 Symposia), 2000. 

	 Food and the Rites of Passage, ed. L. Mason (1999 Symposium), 2002. 

	 The English Cookery Book, ed. E. White (2001 Symposium), 2004. 

	 The English Kitchen, ed. E. White (2003 Symposium), 2007. 



The first six volumes were published by Edinburgh University Press and are now out of print; the following three by Sutton Publishing (two of them in association with The National Trust); the volumes from no. 10 have been published by Prospect Books.


INTRODUCTION

Ivan Day

This book is based on papers presented at the seventeenth Leeds Symposium on Food History, but also contains two supplementary essays. In addition to the lectures, the day’s activities included a handling session of period cookery equipment kindly made possible by the staff of the York Castle Museum. A number of original period spitjacks, spits and other objects relating to hearth cookery were examined at close quarters.

Before the television set usurped its role during the mid-twentieth century, the kitchen hearth was the main focus of family life. It was not only the place where food was cooked, but also the main gathering point where tales were told, clothes dried and cold hands warmed. It is too easily forgotten that the Latin word focus means ‘hearth’ or ‘fireplace’. Human beings have been drawn to the ‘focus’ since the very earliest times as a centre for the exchange of ideas. Without it, our development as a social species would not have been the same.

In terms of food preparation the hearth was a converging point for countless activities. Not only were meat and fish broiled over the embers and roasted in its radiant heat, but dough was proved in its warmth and bread toasted in front of its flames. Generations of nameless cooks have toiled in the heat of the fireplace and it is from their almost infinite pool of experience that the art and technology of cookery emerged.

In the papers given here, David Eveleigh sets the scene by considering the development of the kitchen range. From the early modern period to the rise of gas and electricity he shows how the range allowed the key cooking activities of roasting, boiling and baking to be carried out in a single place. He demonstrates how the evolution of the range reflected that of the wider industrial revolution. Early ranges were designed and made by artisan blacksmiths, but as the Enlightenment unfolded, important inventors, master iron founders and cooks turned their attention to improving this essential domestic appliance. His paper is illustrated with numerous photographs and images, many of them published here for the first time.

Perhaps the most archetypal ‘focus’ of all is that of the outdoor bonfire. Food cooked by the heat of an open air blaze is an elemental form of cookery enjoyed by all. Camp-fire cookery still retains its powerful appeal as a kind of culinary ancestor worship in the guise of the modern barbecue. One heroic type of outdoor cookery formerly used to celebrate key local and national events was the roasting of entire oxen. Ivan Day examines this ancient tradition and traces its roots to charitable events and fairs where very large numbers of people required feeding. He considers its social history and shows how a material culture emerged as the practice was used in the nineteenth century, not just for celebrating occasions like royal jubilees, but also for canal openings and even miners’ strikes. His essay is illustrated with many rare broadside woodcuts, early photographs and objects that have never been published before.

Peter Brears moves our attention from the ox roast in the street to the culture surrounding the royal baron of beef in the palace kitchen. He focuses on the kitchens of Windsor Castle and illustrates the development of the royal roasting ranges from the time of Edward II to the Great War. By the middle of the eighteenth century the ‘royal baron of beef ’ had become a sacred symbol of national unity, and the English roasting cook treated this gargantuan cut of meat with the reverence it deserved. Cookery on such a vast scale required a specialist technology and a highly organised kitchen staff. The smoke-jacks at Windsor and the skilled cooks who used them were second to none.

Proceeding from this, Ivan Day turns his attention to the clockwork devices once commonly employed in this country for open fire roasting. These ‘culinary robots’ were among the first labour-saving devices to appear in the early modern period kitchen and transformed the working lives of many kitchen servants. He offers a basic taxonomy of the various kinds, but examines in detail the evolution of one type in particular, the wind-up spring-jack. Like the development of the kitchen range, the story of this device demonstrates the increasing ingenuity of inventors, clockmakers and entrepreneurs as the early Industrial Revolution unfolded. Once an expensive item found only in the kitchens of the wealthy, cheap springdriven jacks eventually made roasting technology possible even in the humble cottage kitchen.

If the Roast Beef of Old England was the chief celebration dish of a nation of cattle farmers, wheaten bread was its principal staple. To make good bread, the baker needed yeast, which we now know to be a living organism, but which our ancestors saw as a mysterious substance with almost supernatural powers, thus one of its early names, ‘Godes good’. Laura Mason addresses the history of barms and leavens and illuminates how these essential ingredients were strongly linked to that other important British domestic activity, the brewing of malt liquors. She traces the history of leavening agents, from the Anglo-Saxon beorma skimmed from the surface of fermenting ale, to nineteenth-century chemical substitutes, such as pearl ash and hartshorn.

Once the dough had been been proved, preferably in a warm place near the hearth, there would be no bread without an oven. In the final chapter, Susan McLellan Plaisted discusses some of her own practical experience of baking in historic wood-fired ovens in the United States. One of the first ovens to be used in America was a clay oven brought from England by the early Jacobean settlers of Jamestown. She goes on to show how other equipment, techniques and baking recipes from the Old World influenced the baking practices of early colonists .

Time and space did not allow an examination of many other facets of hearth cookery and this publication cannot pretend to be a complete guide to what is an enormous subject.
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Figure 1. A typical eighteenth-century roasting range from Powell’s Complete Book of Cookery, c.1770.


CHAPTER ONE

CAST-IRON PROGRESS –
 THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE KITCHEN RANGE

David J. Eveleigh

The cast-iron, coal burning cooking range was the essential Victorian kitchen fitting but it was always more than just a cooker. The range was a vital part of the home: a source of warmth and comfort and a favourite place to sit by. It was usually the only source of hot water and the obvious location in many households for the weekly bath. Laundry irons were heated on the range, and in the countryside, in harsh weather at lambing time, near-dead lambs could be revived by its warmth. The range is often fondly remembered for the warm cosy atmosphere it created in the kitchen and the cheerfulness of its fire. But not all memories are so favourable. There was the unavoidable dirt involved in lighting the fire and of even more when it was routinely cleaned. Clearing the soot from the flues, which might be a weekly task, and the chore of polishing the range with black lead is recalled by some as ‘a nightmare’. Then there was the frustration of oven flues that would not draw – of smoky chimneys – and the discomfort of encountering a range in use on a hot summer’s day.

Whilst the kitchen range might be associated in the popular mind with Victorian Britain, its origins stretch back to the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Its development was shaped by two materials which underpinned eighteenth-and nineteenth-century technology, coal and cast-iron. In 1861, Isabella Beeton (1836–65) stated, ‘without fuel a kitchen may be pronounced to be of little use’.1 Fuel was critical. Virtually everyone cooked by a fire and it was the choice of fuel that determined the type of fireplace. Wood or turf could be burned directly on the open hearth but coal required an iron container – a grate – if it was to burn effectively. By the early 1600s, some kitchen grates were already termed ‘ranges’. These were simple structures of wrought iron, but all later ranges – from the late eighteenth century onwards – were made largely of cast-iron. Much of the subsequent development of the range was shaped not by those who had to cook by them but the men who made them, the iron founders.

The relationship between coal and the grate is confirmed in several different types of records. The most compelling evidence survives in the thousands of surviving probate inventories which indicate that where coal was cheap and easily available, grates soon replaced the open hearth. As early as 1568, the Yorkshire inventory of the goods and chattels of Thomas, Lord Wharton of Healaugh records that he had ‘20 lode’ of coal in his ‘wodyerd’ and ‘2 iron chymneys’ in the house – one in the hall and the other in the kitchen. In 1637, Robert West of Knaresborough had coals in his coal house and ‘one iron rainge’ in the hall.2

Across the country, in south Gloucestershire, coal was mined locally and, again, inventories suggest this led to the widespread adoption of grates. In the published inventories for Frampton Cotterell and district covering the period 1539–1804, the earliest record of a grate occurs in the 1618 inventory of Thomas Gyles, a husbandman of Winterbourne. The series reveals that by the end of the century grates were common in the area.3 The published inventories for several Shropshire parishes around modern-day Telford show the same close relationship between the availability of locally mined coal and the use of grates.4 In towns the shortage of wood – and, therefore, its expense – encouraged the use of coal. By the seventeenth century, seaborne coal from Newcastle was widely used in London. Coal smoke was a feature of life in London by the time of the Restoration, when we find Samuel Pepys (1633–1703) recording improvements to his range in 1661:

And so home – where I find all clean and the harth and range, as it is now enlarged, set up; which pleases me very much.5


Where wood or turf remained the usual fuels, then the open hearth remained general. This is borne out by the series of inventories for Writtle in mid-Essex where grates are only recorded five times in the period 1635– 1747. The dependence on wood fuel in mid-eighteenth century Essex is corroborated by Pehr Kalm, a Swedish botanist who visited England in 1748. Heading towards Essex, he noted that although coal was the common fuel in London, it gave way to wood no more than fourteen miles outside the city.6 Forty years later in August 1788, another keen observer of ordinary things – this time an English aristocrat – the Honourable John
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Figure 2. Kitchen grate with cast-iron uprights and adjustable cheeks from Heathfield Hall, Handsworth, Birmingham, built by James Watt in 1790. It is just over 40 inches wide.
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Figure 3. A close-up view of the large roasting range dating from 1809 at Bucklebury Manor, Berkshire.
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Figure 4. In the kitchen at Betchworth House, Surrey, an eighteenth-century ‘perpetual’ oven made by the Carron Company shares the fireplace opening with a range of much later date. The oven is complete with firebox, flues and soot doors. Although the oven door appears at first glance to be octagonal it is actually a hexagon opening outwards from its bottom edge. It is decorated with classical figures in fine quality cast relief, typical of the company’s late eighteenth-century ovens and grates.
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Figure 5. Cast-iron oven made by the Benthall Foundry, Coalbrookdale, Shropshire and supplied by Underwood & Co. of Clare Street, Bristol, to 5 Harley Place in nearby Clifton about 1815; their oval brass plate is fixed to the oven door above the bust of Admiral Howe. The three brass handles around the edge operate a soot scraper fixed to the oven roof.

Byng (1743–1813) wrote this whilst staying in the Red Lion in Bodiam,

At our last inn [the Queen’s Head, Hawkshust], and in this part of the county, they used a wood fire, as most of the kingdom did when wood was plenty; a common cook here would not know how to manage a coal fire.7


Occasionally diaries record the actual moment when the age-old wood burning open hearth was replaced by a coal burning grate. For example, Thomas Turner (1729–93) a shopkeeper in East Hoathly Sussex records in his diary for Thursday, 22 April 1756 that he borrowed a bushel and a half of ‘sea coal’. The next day he wrote, ‘This day I had a fire-grate set up’.8

However, some parts of the south of England were to retain the open hearth until the coming of the railways in the mid-nineteenth century and even later. Writing on the rural economy of Devon in 1808, Charles Vancouver bemoaned the, ‘unnecessary consumption of wood’ in the open fireplaces of farmhouses. He pointed out that the waste might be ‘diminished by the introduction of Count Rumford’s cottage ovens or some other equally and perhaps more appropriate contrivance.’ Vancouver might have been disappointed if he could have known that open hearth cooking was to survive in some isolated farmhouses and cottages in Devon until as late as c.1950. There were scattered instances of the open hearth surviving into the twentieth century in other southern counties such as Hampshire and Berkshire.

From the 1840s, the opening of railways in rural districts widened the availability of coal. In the mid-nineteenth century, the Dorset dialect poet William Barnes (1801–86) mourned the passing of the old open hearth in his poem, The Settle an’ the Girt Wood Vire,



But they’ve a-wall’d up now wi’ bricks

The vier pleäce vor dogs an’ sticks

An only left a little hole

To teäke a little greäte o’ coal,

So small that only twos or drees

Can jist push in an’ warm their knees.9



In the far south-west, the diary of one small Cornish farmer, James Stevens (1847–1918) who farmed at Zennor, west of St Ives, records the transition from the open hearth to a coal-burning range at the end of the nineteenth century. His diary records with almost monotonous regularity the perpetuation of a very ancient part of the farming calendar across much of upland western Britain: the cutting of thousands of turfs and hundreds of faggots of furze every spring and summer which were then stored in ricks. The task consumed much of Stevens’ time in between the sowing of oats – his main crop – in April and the harvest in August. A typical diary entry, for 23 May 1892, reads, ‘Cut 20 faggots of furze in great croft’. Then in 1897 Stevens moved to a farm a few miles further west at Sancreed, south of Penzance. The cutting of turf and furze disappears from his diary and on 16 October that year his diary contains the following brief entry. ‘At Penzance on horseback for knobs for slab. ‘Slab’ was the Cornish name for a range. His diary begins to record frequent purchases of coal and in December he records, one suspects somewhat ruefully, ‘At Penzance for 6 cwt coal, this makes 16 cwt we have had in Sancreed [i.e. since the move to Sancreed on 30 September 1897].’ By 30 March 1898, he had purchased two tons of coal at a cost of 11d per cwt.10

As Mrs Beeton had observed, fuel was the vital factor in the kitchen and the relationship with coal was fundamental and critical to the development of the kitchen range. The ironworkers – smiths, founders and ironmongers – who shaped the development of the range over two hundred years were chiefly concerned with improving fuel efficiency and later on with reducing smoke emission. The range, therefore, was always a chimney fireplace first, a cooker second. It was to take an American, Benjamin Thompson, Count Rumford (1753–1814) to expose the absurdity of this.

Early grates were made chiefly of wrought-iron and not cast-iron. It is often suggested that the very first were made by joining two large firedogs – or andirons – as typically used on the open hearth with horizontal fire-bars. This is quite feasible but a note of caution should be introduced here: some of the free-standing ‘basket grates’ surviving today probably date to no earlier than the early twentieth century when fireplaces in some period properties were restored to their presumed original state. However, seventeenth-century inventories indicate that grates were commonly used with firedogs. Thus the 1698 inventory of Margaret Smyth, a widow of Westerleigh in south Gloucestershire, records, ‘a pittgrate, the Cast back. Two Basting ladles and an old firegrate and a paire of Dogges’.11 The basting ladles confirm that this was a cooking fireplace and regularly used for roasting. The spit was probably supported by hooks on the firedogs which would have stood either side of a free-standing grate. There was also an
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Figure 6. Trade card of Underwood & Co., furnishing ironmongers in Bristol from c.1812-1828. Their premises were in Clare Street, then containing some of Bristol’s finest shops. The kitchen grate depicted on the card is flanked on the right by a hot-plate set in brickwork and on the left by a perpetual oven although hot-closets were also available.
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Figure 7. The stewing stove from Sir John Vanbrugh’s ‘Designs for Kings Weston’, Gloucestershire, 1717. (Bristol Record Office)
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Figure 8. Thomas Robinson’s patent range and oven, 1780.The grate is fitted with one adjustable cheek which winds in from the right so that the fire is always in contact with the oven on the left. This is the earliest known depiction of a kitchen range made with an oven.
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Figure 9. An open range from an undated catalogue probably dating to the 1840s of the Coalbrookdale Company, Shropshire. With its single winding cheek, this range is very similar to Robinson’s model of 1780 except for the addition of a boiler on the right which extends along the back of the grate to ensure some measure of direct contact with the fire. The term ‘self acting’ was widely used in the trade to describe ranges which transmitted the heat directly to the oven and boiler without the assistance of flues. (The Ironbridge Gorge Museum Trust Library)

ash pit covered with a grating. Just one item was made of cast-iron – the fire-back – which protected the masonry behind the grate.

By the early to mid-eighteenth century, the majority of kitchen grates had become fixtures in the chimney opening. Small cottage grates consisted of relatively narrow front and bottom bars of wrought-iron fixed between low hobs of brick or masonry. The kitchens of larger houses were fitted with large grates ideally suited for spit roasting. They were sometimes called ranges although this name was by no means universal and throughout the eighteenth century, the term kitchen grate was also widely used.

The typical eighteenth-century range consisted of a wide grate with front and bottom bars connected to stout uprights with the two front ones often terminating in a finial. The grate was shallow from front to back but high and broad across the front so the maximum amount of radiant heat was projected for spit roasting. The grate usually incorporated two vertical side plates called cheeks with racks which engaged with pinions and a crank handle either side of the range. This enabled the cook to wind the cheeks in or outwards to adjust the width of the fire. The Housekeeping Book of Susannah Whatman, written in 1776, exhorts the cook to, ‘keep as little fire as may be necessary, always winding up the grate after dinner’.12 The size of the fire could also be reduced by folding down the top front fire bar. This was known as a falling bar – or fall bar – and provided a convenient resting place for utensils. Rotating circular cast-iron rings or ‘swinging trivets’ were usually fixed to the top of the cheeks. The trivets could support a large boiling vessel or tea kettle and swing over the fire to boil, nevertheless, large pots were still suspended over the fire on pot hangers and chimney cranes: some ranges had a crane on each side of the chimney recess. Another common feature were the sliding racks which pulled out from the front to support the spit in front of the fire. A provenanced example from Seaton Delaval Hall in Northumberland, dating to 1718–29, is held by the Castle Museum, York.13

After 1750, the influence of iron founders capable of producing good quality but cheap castings began to influence the development of kitchen grates. On 17 June 1751, Dr Richard Pococke (1704–65) wrote from Holyhead, ‘At the ironworks here, I saw octagon ovens of cast-iron from three to four feet long and about eighteen inches diameter, to be put at the back of kitchen chimneys.’14 As these iron ovens had their own firebox, flues and damper arrangement, they could be kept hot indefinitely and this no doubt explains the name by which they were soon known – ‘perpetual’ ovens. They were made in various shapes, round or arched top, octagonal, square or completely circular. Some of the oven doors were elaborately cast with decoration. The Carron Foundry, established near Falkirk in 1759, produced oven doors cast with high-quality classical reliefs in the fashionable neo-classical style: these were probably the work of the brothers James and Robert Adam, who prepared designs for the company.

Thus cast-iron enabled high-quality design to be mass produced at little cost and introduced to the kitchen. Another firm which exploited the decorative quality of cast-iron in its oven castings was the Benthall Foundry in the upper Coalbrookdale Valley in Shropshire which started business sometime in the late 1770s. In 1985 an iron oven was discovered in the derelict basement kitchen of 5 Harley Place, a large terraced house in Clifton, Bristol which was probably completed around 1815. The oven door is cast with the foundry name but also has an oval brass plate fixed to it with the name, ‘Underwood & Co.’ – then one of Bristol’s leading furnishing ironmongers. The door is embellished with a profile bust of Admiral Howe (1726–99) taken from a Wedgwood medallion modelled by the French sculptor, John De Vaere (1755–1830) in 1798.15 The Benthall foundry also made kitchen grates and a surviving list of their castings dating to about 1810 includes grates with ‘racks, rollers and Trevets’ and with either wrought or cast bars. The top bar was made either loose or falling and they could also be supplied with ‘shams’ which probably refers to the fixed panels at the sides. They also made ‘niggards’ which were false-bottom grates designed to save fuel.16

A large cast-iron range made at the Bucklebury foundry, east of Newbury, Berkshire in 1809 survives in situ in the kitchen of Bucklebury Manor. It is of massive proportions. The grate is five feet wide and the cast-iron hobs a further foot each bringing the overall width up to seven feet. The grate is roughly a foot deep at the top, but as the cast-iron fireback slopes forwards the grate is only about six inches deep at the bottom. There are trivets on the cheeks and cranes at each side. The date is cast on the fireback and the range also retains its smoke jack for turning the spit.

Capable of generating intense radiant heat, these large kitchen grates were primarily designed for roasting and boiling. They were not suitable for lighter cooking operations and so in large households it was usual for the range to be supplemented by a stewing stove and sometimes a
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Figure 10. William Nicholson’s ‘Newark Cottage Range’ of 1848. Hot air and smoke circulated the oven and boiler in flues which, in theory, at least, provided a more even distribution of heat to these parts. Accumulations of soot in the flues could be removed via the two small doors near the base.
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Figure 11. The original range in the kitchen of Sir John Soane’s house, Lincoln’s Inn Fields, London. This open range, made by Thomas Deakin of Smithfield, London, was installed in 1812–3when Soane built the house and must rank as one of the very earliest surviving kitchen ranges with an oven and boiler. A separate hot-plate is fitted in the chimney recess on the left. (Sir John Soane’s Museum)
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Figure 12. An open range in a cottage near Congresbury, North Somerset supplied by Harris & Kingdom, Bristol ironmongers from 1885 to 1944. When the photograph was taken in September 1996, this isolated cottage still lacked electricity and the range remained in daily use for cooking hot meals including roast dishes done in the small oven.
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Figure 13. Plan and elevation of the brick stove designed by Count Rumford and fitted in the kitchen of the Baron de Lerchenfeld, Munich in about 1794. The various saucepans and boilers (three depicted with their low conical lids) sit in separate fireplaces or ‘stoves’ and each has a separate flue which conducts the smoke to the main chimney fireplace in the wall.

copper which would be used for boiling large pieces of meat, puddings and possibly the weekly wash. The stewing stove was required for the preparation of stews and sauces and had appeared in England by the seventeenth century. It usually consisted of a brick structure containing one or more small separate grates for burning charcoal. Sir John Vanbrugh’s notebook for Kings Weston, Gloucestershire includes a drawing dated 1717 of a large stewing stove with three grates although by the late eighteenth century some consisted of an iron hotplate extending the width of the stove and heated by a single firebox.17 Usually these extra facilities were placed to the side of the range along with the perpetual oven. The cooking facilities of a large eighteenth century kitchen thus presented an impressive spectacle often occupying the greater part of one wall of the kitchen with subsidiary flues from the oven, stewing stove and boiler running at an inclined angle to join the chimney throat above the range. Preparing a large meal including roast and boiled dishes, sauces and pies would have resulted, therefore, in three or four fires burning simultaneously in the kitchen generating huge quantities of smoke, heat and ash and creating a hot and unpleasant working environment – especially in warm weather.

The obvious development was to combine all these separate elements into one so that one fire could provide all the necessary heat. Iron founders appear to have started making kitchen grates combined with ovens in the 1770s. Writing of Derbyshire in 1813, John Farey wrote,

About the year 1778, cast-iron ovens began to be made at the Griffin Foundry, now Messrs Ebenezer Smith and Company, and to be set by the sides of the grates at the public houses and some farm houses, so as to be heated by the fire in the grate when a small damper in the flue is drawn and about ten years after, square iron boilers with lids were introduced to be set at the end of a fire grate and these have spread so amazingly that there is scarce a house without these, even of cottages of the first class…18


The Griffin Foundry was established by John Smith, father of Ebenezer, at Brampton near Chesterfield in 1775. Soon foundries across the country were making cast-iron ranges. The earliest description of a kitchen range with a perpetual oven is contained in a patent taken out by Thomas Robinson in 1780. The oven, he claimed, was heated, ‘without the Assistance of any Flew, or additional Fire’ and was covered with an iron plate, ‘which forms’, he claimed, ‘an excellent hob, and will contain sufficient heat to keep any Thing warm’.19 He also emphasized that his range was compact. Three years later, a London iron founder, Joseph Langmead, patented a range with a boiler on the other side of the grate.20 Thus the basic arrangement of the kitchen range incorporating an oven and boiler either side of a grate was established by 1783.

Cast-iron panels provided visual unity to the front of the range and if the range lacked a boiler then a cast-iron panel – known as a ‘sham’ in the trade – was substituted. The oven and boiler (or sham) were covered by cast-iron hobs which provided useful warm tops whilst the cook was able to cook over the exposed fire in-between. Toasting and broiling was done using trivets and gridirons hooked or balanced on the uppermost fire bar whilst tea kettles, pots and pans could even be placed directly on the fire. The fire, therefore, remained open to the chimney and in the nineteenth century, writers such as J.H. Walsh, Isabella Beeton and others always referred to these as ‘open ranges’.

Compact and inexpensive, the open range was ideally suited to the smaller cottage, farmhouse or villa where space in the kitchen was at a premium. Such was the ‘Newark Cottage Range’ registered under the Act for the Protection of Articles of Utility on 12 July 1848 by William Nicholson, an agricultural implement maker of Newark-on-Trent: the following week it obtained a prize at an agricultural show in York. It was designed with a very shallow fire grate from front to back with fire-clay sides and back which protected the adjacent oven and boiler from the direct action of the fire.21 In 1851, one of Nicholson’s Newark Cottage Ranges was installed in one of four model dwellings built at Prince Albert’s own expense for the Great Exhibition in Hyde Park on behalf of the Society for the Improvement of the Working Classes.22 It was awarded a prize medal by the jurors: such ranges clearly represented a great advance on the simple cooking hearths and grates found in many cottage homes at the time.

Some range ovens, like Thomas Robinson’s model, had no flues – the inner oven wall forming one side of the grate so the oven was heated by direct contact with the fire. When the range was lit, therefore, the oven was always hot. They were sometimes known as self-acting ranges as no adjustment of a damper was required. To improve the conduction of heat, some ovens were fitted with a projection of cast-iron, which conducted heat from the fire to the oven but they tended to heat unequally with
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Figure 14. A typical closed range with a single oven and boiler from a Coalbrookdale catalogue of 1875. The range was available in eight widths ranging from three feet three inches to five feet. This range had no ‘coving’ or cast-iron panelling in the chimney recess which was left as bare brick apart from a shallow skirting above the hot-plate. (The Ironbridge Gorge Museum Trust Library)
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Figure 15. A closed range with oven, boiler and hot-closet from J.H. Walsh’s Manual of Domestic Economy, 1857. Walsh described this as a very complete and economical stove for large families but also observed that it could not produce meat ‘cooked to suit the taste of the gourmand’. Although the small grate precluded open-fire roasting, three vegetable steamers and a large steam hot-closet were provided.
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Figure 16. A convertible range from the Coalbrookdale catalogue for 1875 seen here ready for use as an open range with the cast-iron smoke canopy unfolded. Note the bright disc or ‘banjo’ latch which became increasingly common on ranges from the 1860s. (The Ironbridge Gorge Museum Trust Library)

the side nearest the fire being scorched while the other remained cool. Several authors of mid-nineteenth-century cookery books were far from enthusiastic about range ovens. In 1845, Eliza Acton wrote,

They are…we should say…far from economical as regards the proportion of fuel required to heat them…The strong smell, too, emitted from the iron and diffused often, through a house, is peculiarly unpleasant.23


In a later edition of her cookery book, Eliza Acton said that for baking bread a brick oven was superior as there was a tendency for the surface of the loaves to become hardened and browned before the heat had reached the centre of the dough.24 Another objection voiced by several writers was that the heating of the oven from the range required an unnecessarily large fire. In 1844, Mrs Parks wrote,

It is commonly stated by ironmongers that ranges…with a boiler and oven perform…boiling and baking without any additional expense or consumption of fuel. This statement is absurd’ 25


But Mrs Parks was prepared to admit the sheer convenience of a range – of having constant hot water together with a hot oven – outweighed the extra expense of fuel. Some founders – perhaps in recognition of these published criticisms – continued to make oven ranges with a separate firebox.

Eliza Acton was not the first to challenge the efficiency of the range. As early as 1799, Count Rumford, the American-born soldier and scientist, roundly condemned the typical English range with these words,

More fuel is frequently consumed in a kitchen range to boil a tea kettle than with proper management would be sufficient to cook a dinner for fifty men.26


Rumford advocated an entirely new type of cooking stove based on one he had tried out in the workhouse in Munich around 1790. In place of an open fireplace, he created a brickwork structure which contained up to twelve separate fireplaces which directed the heat to the underside of vessels of various shapes and sizes so that no heat was wasted. But notwithstanding Rumford’s claims of huge savings on fuel, his stove was never widely adopted. He also designed an iron roasting oven which consisted of an iron cylinder with ventilation pipes. This enjoyed some limited success and critical acclaim but was not available for long.

Nevertheless, some of Rumford’s principles were incorporated in a new type of range which iron founders introduced soon after the publication of his essay. This was the closed fire range which was first patented by George Bodley, an Exeter iron founder, in 1802.27 Bodley reduced the size of the grate and covered it with an iron plate which prevented the hot draught rushing up the chimney until it had passed through flues surrounding an oven and boiler. Bodley summarized his new invention with these words,

The meat dressed in this oven is equal if not superior to meat roasted before the fire in the common way; the cooking is attended with less trouble, and a very great saving is made in the article of fuel.


The iron cover extended across the top of the range and provided a hot-plate for stewing. Furthermore the chimney opening was sealed off which transformed the space above the range from a smoky, sooty recess into a clean, warm alcove where food could be kept warm, plates warmed and kitchen cloths dried.

Bodleys were a long-established firm of Exeter iron founders and some older people today in Devon still refer to ranges generally as ‘Bodleys’. According to a later edition of Mrs Beeton, the closed range was first used in Devon for the convenience of scalding milk to make clotted cream on the hot-plate.28 However, closed ranges are more usually associated with Leamington Spa where William Flavel (1779–1844), who had established a foundry in the town in the early 1800s, began manufacturing closed ranges under the name, ‘Patent Kitcheners’ in the 1820s.29 The ‘Leamington Kitchener’ quickly gained acceptance. As early as 1833, J.C. Loudon (1783– 1843) reported that open ranges had been, ‘entirely laid aside in favour of kitcheners in villas around Leamington’.30 Flavels won a prize for one of their ranges at the Great Exhibition in 1851 and then the Leamington Kitchener was given a further boost in 1861 when Mrs Beeton wrote, ‘… the improved Leamington Kitchener is said to surpass any other range in use for easy cooking by one fire’.31

Flavel’s patent kitchener of 1830 had a roaster on one side of the fire, an oven on the other and a cistern for hot water. His advertisement in a local directory of 1830 claimed,

The Patent Kitchener affords the most ready means of performing in the best manner either separately or at the same time, all the operations of cookery – as roasting, baking, boiling, steaming, stewing &c. with only one fire.32


But not everyone was convinced. Mrs Parks, for one, was inclined to reserve judgement on the closed range. ‘For common English cooking and English servants’, she wrote, ‘we can scarcely venture to recommend dispensing with a good open fire’. She doubted if the claimed saving on fuel was actually offset by the initial high expense, and other inconveniences – such as their tendency to break down – and the necessity of frequent cleaning of the flues. Then there was the time and trouble, she said, involved in teaching a cook how to use a closed range. Nevertheless, she did concede that when the inside of the chimney was lined with white glazed tiles they had, ‘ a very neat and clean appearance’.33

Meat roasted – or ‘baked’ –in a range oven was held by some to be ‘unwholesome and objectionable’ and this well-established English prejudice against oven-roast meat persuaded some affluent householders to retain the large open range. When the Blathwayts of Dyrham Park, north of Bath, refurbished their kitchen around 1855, they opted for a traditional
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Figure 17. A very typical large range of the 1890s – the ‘Swinton’ – a convertible range patented by Hattersley in 1890. The range has two ovens, a back boiler and lifting fire with its characteristic vertical front fire bars. The cross- section clearly indicates the route of the hot draught around the various parts with top heat provided first to the roaster on the right.
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Figure 18. The ‘KB’ range by Coalbrookdale, 1911. This closed range is fitted with Gibson’s ‘kettle-boiler fire’, patented in 1909, which facilitated open-fire roasting using a bottle-jack and dangle-spit suspended from an integral crane. (The Ironbridge Gorge Museum Trust Library)
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Figure 19. The ‘Cosmopolitan Cooking Range’ made its debut at the Great Exhibition in 1851 and aimed to combine the best features of Continental and North American cooking stoves with the English open roasting fire.
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Figure 20. The ‘Yorkshire Gas Kitchener’, a combination range for coal and gas, manufactured by Beverley and Wylde of the Leeds Gas Stove Works, 1882.
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Figure 21. An ‘Eagle Range’ with its unmistakable strap-work ornament and eagle trade mark, photographed in the derelict kitchen of 5 Harley Place, Clifton, Bristol in November 1985.
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Figure 22. The ‘Gem’ portable range manufactured by Brown and Green, range and stove makers in Luton, 1882.
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Figure 23. A closed range of 1892 made by J.D. Young & Son, iron founder and agricultural implement maker of Barnstaple, Devon.

roasting range with separate oven and stewing stove and as late as 1907 a roasting range complete with smoke jack was installed in The Skinners’ Hall, London. According to J.H. Walsh in 1857, slightly further down the social scale in ‘well appointed houses’, an open range was often retained for the back kitchen where it served as an ancillary range – especially for open-fire roasting – when a closed range was fitted in the main kitchen.34 As late as 1904–5, the German architect, Herman Muthesius, writing of English house design, acknowledged the importance of the open fire for two essentially English culinary specialities: roasting meat and the toasting of bread.35 ‘The English’, he wrote, ‘are still very fond of roasting meat at an open fire.’ In the 1907 edition of Mrs Beeton, the clockwork bottle-jack for roasting meat was considered too familiar to warrant explanation. Old traditions die hard.

While the country landlords clung to their open roasting ranges, the Victorian middle classes generally adopted the closed range or kitchener. They came in all sizes – the smallest had just one oven whilst models with separate ovens for roasting and baking and fitted with a back boiler became virtually the standard in the middle-class villa in the second half of the nineteenth century. From the 1850s, as the use of fixed baths increased, ranges were required to supply hot water around the house. For this the range was fitted with a sealed wrought-iron boiler behind the grate which was fed directly from a cold water tank. Back boilers were known in the 1840s but they became more common after 1850.36 From the 1870s most new middle-class houses were built with bathrooms and so the back boiler – increasingly supplied by mains water – was connected to a hot water storage tank or cylinder from which it circulated around the house. With so many demands being placed on the larger range, it was vital that the dampers were used correctly to direct the hot draught to where it was required, but many kitchen servants either did not appreciate this or, perhaps, simply were not prepared to bother. As The Ironmonger observed in 1900,

The proper way to work a kitchener is not taught at our cookery schools and where the teacher is an average cook it is tolerably safe to say that she does not know it herself. Range makers are not over careful in issuing cards of directions with their ranges, and the result is that a large number of ranges are condemned as giving bad results simply because of wrong usage.37


Rather than close down the flues for the parts that were not in use, it was easier to leave them open. The result was a constant roaring fire, hotplates glowing red and unmanageably hot ovens. Then there was the unbearable heat in the kitchen and heavy fuel bills. Partly through intrinsic design faults but also through misuse, closed ranges eventually acquired the appellation, ‘coal devouring monsters’.38

It was ironic that the closed range had been introduced to reduce the waste of fuel in open ranges when in reality it often led to heavier coal consumption. If the source of the problem was the fierce draught created by the extra flues, an obvious measure was to slow down the rate of combustion by enabling the enclosed grate to be easily converted into an open fire with direct access to the chimney. Possibly the first range to incorporate this facility was ‘The Economical Derby Range’ designed by Joshua Harrison, a stove-grate manufacturer of Park Street, Derby, in 1846. When the three fire doors covering the fire and a door in the chimney were opened, this closed range was turned into ‘a common open fireplace’. Harrison’s range was not the subject of a patent although he took out design protection according to the 1842 Act for the Protection of Articles of Utility.39 A patent for a range which converted from a closed to an open fire was taken out by one G.H. Ellis in 1858 but it was Benjamin Wright’s patent ‘Lichfield Range’ of 1866, manufactured by William Carter & Co. of Birmingham, which appears to have attracted more attention within the hardware trade.40 The central part of the hotplate pulled out bodily to expose the top of the fire while a sliding door in the panelling at the back provided access to the chimney. The convertible grate was one refinement that virtually all manufacturers were to adopt. There were many detailed variations to the arrangement of sliding or hinged hotplates and of the doors or canopies which variously slid back or unfolded but by the 1890s all good-quality closed ranges incorporated some means of converting speedily from closed to open fire. The availability of an open fire in the centre of the hotplate was a boon to the traditional cook who found a useful means of broiling and toasting but the main impetus behind this improvement was achieving economy of fuel.

Improving fuel efficiency and reducing smoke emission dominated progress in fireplace and grate design in the second half of the nineteenth century and kitchen ranges were inevitably affected. An obvious measure was simply to reduce the size of the fire. In 1858, the first patent appeared
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Figure 24. An open range from the undated Coalbrookdale catalogue of c.1840–50. Ranges of this style were sometimes described as Midland ranges but they were used in many parts of the country including the south and south-west. (The Ironbridge Gorge Museum Trust Library)
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Figure 25. A typical north country range at an unknown location in Cumbria, photographed c.1900. (Museum of English Rural Life)
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Figure 26. A ‘Yorkshire’ open range from the Coalbrookdale Catalogue of 1875. (The Ironbridge Gorge Museum Trust Library)
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Figure 27. Kitchen at Rookhope, Stanhope, Durham, late nineteenth century. The range has the circular oven door widely found in Co. Durham and on Tyneside. (Beamish, The North of England Open Air Museum)

for a ‘lifting fire’ a device which raised the bottom grate to reduce the depth of the burning fuel. Like the convertible grate, the lifting fire became virtually a standard feature of late-Victorian closed ranges. The earliest involved raising the bottom grate by a rack and pinion or worm wheel but later versions, such as that fitted to the well-known ‘Herald Range’, made by Russells of Derby, could be adjusted with a deft flick of the foot. Less widely adopted were stoking devices designed to reduce smoke emission. The basic principle was that if fresh coals were supplied from below the fire instead of being thrown on top, the smoke would be consumed as it passed through the hot incandescent mass of burning fuel. Dr Neil Arnott (1788–1874), a leading sanitarian, introduced a smoke-consuming grate in 1854. Arnott’s grate attracted much interest and two years later, William Young invented a grate made with a large revolving screw operated by a lever and ratchet which fed coal to the bottom of the fire as it turned. Thomas Radcliffe, a Leamington Spa founder, added this device to his Prize Kitchener which was awarded a medal at the 1862 International Exhibition held in London. But little was heard subsequently of this and similar devices. The success of mechanical stokers almost certainly depended upon careful management – and probably carefully selected even-sized lumps of coal – and it is doubtful that this was within the capability of the average common cook or kitchen maid.

Nevertheless, attempts to reduce smoke continued. In January 1882, ranges were exhibited at the Smoke Abatement Exhibition held in South Kensington. Here they were subject to controlled experiments to measure their efficiency and amongst those which attracted attention were the combination gas and coal ranges. The possibility of cooking by gas had been explored as early as the 1820s and 1830s but there was little real progress. Webster in 1844 had dismissed the idea as ‘a novelty’ although Nathan Defries, a London gas engineer was making gas cookers – along with gas baths – by the 1850s and in the same decade, Alexis Soyer, the celebrated chef at the Reform Club, promoted cooking by gas. The essential technical breakthrough came with the perfection of the atmospheric burner by Robert Wilhelm Bunsen (1811–1899) from the mid-1850s. Combined with a supply of oxygen, a gas flame was transformed into a hot blue flame capable of generating considerable heat. The production of gas cookers increased but the manufacturers encountered the usual obstacle to progress in the kitchen, the innate conservatism of the householder and especially of the cook. One solution was to combine the coal range with gas and in 1867, Messrs Hill and Wilberforce patented a range with a gas burner.41 Beverley and Wilde of the Leeds Gas Stove Works had one on show with a gas oven and gas ring burners on top of the oven at the Smoke Abatement Exhibition. One reviewer reported that this range had been

specially designed with the object of removing the very general objection made to cooking by gas, viz., the want of a bright, cheerful fire.42


The range had a gas oven and a ‘boiling hearth’ on top of the oven consisting of several gas ring burners. On the other side there was a boiler but in between this and the oven was the reassuring sight of the open fire of a typical Yorkshire range.

Improving flue design was another means of improving efficiency. The performance of a range was not simply a matter of its intrinsic design – or even how it was managed by the cook – but how effectively it had been set up by the bricklayer. Whilst a range gave every appearance of being made entirely of cast-iron, the reality was that behind the oven, boiler and front panels most ranges consisted largely of bricks and mortar. Some manufacturers provided directions for the bricklayer but too much depended on his ability to construct effective flues. The performance of ranges, thus, could be unpredictable: some flues simply failed to draw the hot gases evenly around the ovens. One solution was the introduction of ‘self setting’ ranges which were effectively free-standing units with flues contained in the body of the ironwork. Such was the highly successful ‘Eagle Range’, first introduced by the Eagle Range and Foundry Company of Birmingham in 1879; with its distinctive strap-work design on the oven doors, this range was enclosed in an iron casing rendering brickwork unnecessary.43

Self-setting ranges like the Eagle Range were still fixed in the chimney opening but towards the late nineteenth century, self-contained ranges which were free-standing – and in theory portable – became more common. The portable range broke with tradition in not being an integral part of the kitchen fireplace; instead it owed its development to portable cooking stoves which were commonly used in continental Europe and North America. Portable cooking stoves were known in the early nineteenth century: Thomas Deakin, a London ironmonger patented one as early as 1815 and in 1833, J.C. Loudon promoted the Bruges Stove which combined a small grate and oven on four spindly iron legs. It could, if required, stand in the middle of a room as the smoke was carried away by a stovepipe. Loudon considered it ideal for the cottager. In 1851, a portable range made by the leading London kitchen range manufacturer, Benham & Sons, was tried out in one of the model cottages built by Prince Albert for the Great Exhibition. It was called the Cottager’s Stove and was claimed to cook a meal for twelve people using just one pound of coal or coke per hour.44 But the portable stoves themselves were not cheap: in 1851, Benham’s smallest model cost £2 10s 0d, more than double the price of the cheapest open ranges which, in the 1850s could be purchased for as little as £1 1s 0d. Nevertheless, their promoters made much of the fact that a portable range could be carried anywhere – and used anywhere – and, therefore, could be the personal property of the householder rather than a landlord’s fixture. In 1858, S. & E. Ransome of London advertised the Emigrants Stove, which they claimed had been designed ‘for the working classes and emigrants’.45 If the latter found themselves temporarily homeless on the other side of the world, this stove, they claimed, could be used in the open air, even on the side of a mountain!

Larger free-standing ranges were made too – like the Cosmopolitan Cooking Range – which in 1858 cost from £16 10s 0d to £73 for the largest model. The makers, the Columbian Stove Company had one in operation at their American Stove Warehouse in Cheapside. They claimed several advantages for this range – that it was portable and required no setting in brickwork, that it was economical and also, ‘as cheerful in appearance as an ordinary open fire range’. But here lay the root of customer resistance. There was no open fire for cooking or comfort and as one ironmonger’s salesman conceded in 1879, there was a general dislike of the ‘cribbed, cabined and confined’ appearance of the American stove.46 It was in response to this prejudice that Dobbie, Forbes & Co., introduced the Livingstone and Stanley portable ranges in 1874 which could be fitted into a conventional English fireplace. These ranges combined all the usual advantages claimed for the American stoves but they had a ‘good frontage’ which enabled small joints of meat, steaks, fowl and fish to be roasted or broiled in front of a visible fire. A trade advertisement of the period showed a free-standing roasting screen being used in front of one of these ranges.47 The market for portable ranges increased during the last two decades of the nineteenth century. Several foundries in the area around Falkirk, Scotland
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Figure 28. Land army girls sitting by a Cornish range in 1918. The recess to the side of the range, containing an open turf fire, was called a ‘fringle’. The location is believed to be Tregavethan in Kea parish. (Royal Cornwall Museum, Truro)
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Figure 29. A tin bath and bucket in front of an open range at Brierley Cottages, Sutton in Ashfield, Nottinghamshire. The photograph was almost certainly taken within a year or two of the 1953 coronation: note the picture of Queen Elizabeth on top of the television. (Courtesy of Nottinghamshire Local Studies and www.picturethe past.org.uk)

were particularly associated with this type of range. Smith & Wellstood, established in 1854 at Bonnybridge, specialized in the manufacture of American cooking stoves whilst another leading maker, Dobbie Forbes & Co., had sold 50,000 of their Larbert portable ranges by 1890.48 Within ten years portable ranges were found in rural cottages and urban terraced housing across the country but they were also found in large kitchens where they provided a useful adjunct to the roasting range.

Whilst ranges made by large iron founders in Scotland, Yorkshire, the West Midlands and London commanded national markets, ranges were also made by many small iron foundries and distributed more locally. This resulted in a fascinating regional character to range types. Many small market town foundries primarily involved in the manufacture of agricultural implements would also usually make ranges. Across the midland counties the so-called ‘Midland’ range was common. Made by firms such as Brown & Green of Luton, many were made with a characteristic curved cut-away to the front panels each side of the grate below a small oven and boiler. The oven door was usually secured with an internal latch and small brass knob or drop handle whilst the front panels were usually embellished with cast decoration.

From the early nineteenth century – if not earlier – ranges in Yorkshire and other northern counties followed a different development. Whereas ranges elsewhere had the boiler and oven level with the grate, the Yorkshire range was characterized by an oven set higher than the fire. This was probably the natural consequence of setting perpetual ovens high on one side of the chimney recess. A coal burning grate – or in turf burning areas a low iron turf plate – filled the rest of the chimney space along with a low-set boiler. Above the fire a cast-iron ‘sooker plate’ helped draw the smoke. From these elements emerged the typical Yorkshire range made principally in Rotherham and Sheffield but also to a lesser extent in York, Leeds and Bradford.

Ranges of the Yorkshire type were widespread across much of the north of England and have been recorded as far south as Worcestershire. The ovens of Yorkshire ranges had good bottom heat and were recognized as the best for pastry and bread baking. The chief drawback with the Yorkshire range was the absence of a hotplate. Some cooks would open the oven door and use the floor of the oven as a cooking surface but it remained common for tea kettles to be suspended from hooks or ‘reckons’ attached to a chimney crane or ‘reckon-bar’ made of polished steel. From the 1860s, Yorkshire ranges were made as complete units including cast-iron panels to line the chimney recess and plate racks similar to those of closed ranges.49 The Walker Foundry of York, for example, began the production of ranges combining a hot air oven, roasting range, hob and sooker plate with three arches entirely of cast-iron. By the mid-1860s the ‘Albert’ and other ranges had acquired a unity of design which was to characterize the later Yorkshire range.50 Similar ranges were found in the north-east of England although a particular feature of ranges around Newcastle was the circular oven: these were noted in the region by Loudon as early as 1833.

Another distinctive regional type was confined to Cornwall. The Cornish range – or ‘slab’ – was typically a small closed range which included jambs and a canopy in cast-iron forming a fireplace surround. The slab was the cast-iron hotplate which occupied the entire width of the opening covering firebox, oven and boiler. They appeared in the second half of the nineteenth century and were made in over thirty foundries in towns across the county from Liskeard to Penzance although the chief centre of production was Redruth where the names of eight makers have been recorded.51 Cornish ranges feature some of the most ornate cast decoration to be found on ranges anywhere in the British Isles. The side panels, canopy and oven door are often cast in high relief in various patterns including neo-classical motifs – acanthus leaves and classical figures – floral designs and the royal arms. Ranges were usually embellished further by a generous use of brass: oven door handles, makers’ nameplates and edge beading around the edge of the oven door added to the overall decorative finish. The brass work was polished by proud householders until it sparkled against the soft sheen of the black leaded cast-iron. This is perfectly captured in this description of a range, recalled from a childhood spent at Portreath, near Redruth in the 1920s,

Every kitchen in the village had at its centrepiece a massive Cornish range with its high mantle piece decorated with china dogs, cats and other ornaments. Its softly gleaming black finish and elaborate brass knobs and oven hinges reflected the rosy glow of the fire. On a cold winter night with the Atlantic gales howling round the granite cottage walls, the range with its centre of sparkling fire and singing kettle always on the hob radiated warmth and comfort. It was truly the heart of the home.


The oven doors of most Cornish ranges were secured by wrought-iron springs in the shape of a large handsome scroll. Until the mid-nineteenth century, these were common across Britain but after about 1860 were largely superseded by the ubiquitous cast-iron disc latch. The continued use of the older style of latch undoubtedly added to the overall picturesque quality of the typical Cornish range. In 1945, long before kitchen ranges had attracted much interest from historians of any kind, Noel Carrington paid tribute to the ‘marvellous example of the iron and brass-founder’s art’ represented in the kitchen ranges of Cornish cottages in his King Penguin classic, Popular English Art.52

By the mid-1880s the range was facing serious competition from the gas companies. The price of gas halved in the second half of the nineteenth century and thanks to Bunsen’s air enriched burner, from the mid-1860s gas cookers burned with a hot blue flame. Advertisements aimed to demonstrate that gas cookers could do everything the best ranges could – without the smoke and dirt, occupying less space and, if the gas companies were to be believed, at less cost. The gas companies took to hiring them out for a trifling weekly rent. By 1908 about 40 per cent of households in Bristol, for example, had turned to cooking by gas. Where gas was not available, paraffin stoves, which appeared about 1870, offered another, albeit more limited, challenge to the range. Some of the established range manufacturers such as Flavels turned from the manufacture of ranges to gas cookers whilst others, like Carron, attempted to bring the range up to date with glass oven doors and simpler external styling.

Following the First World War, the shortage of servants in middle-class households only underlined the advantages of cooking by gas. By 1920 the cleaning of the range was seen increasingly as an unnecessary chore. New houses built from the early 1920s in the rapidly expanding suburb of North Harrow by Albert Cutler, a local builder, were provided with coke boilers in the kitchen; these, he claimed, ‘are rapidly superseding the old-fashioned, dirty and wasteful kitchen range’.53 Doubtless many of the new suburbanites across the country would have shared Cutler’s view of the range and welcomed its replacement for water heating. Tiled and enamelled combination grates which combined an oven, back boiler and open fireplace were fitted in some of the first generation of council houses built after 1919. But the age of the range was all but over. By the 1930s, 90 per cent of householders cooked by gas whilst a few had even progressed to cooking by electricity. The fully enclosed solid fuel cooker, the Aga, made its debut in Britain in 1929 but this Swedish invention owed nothing to the traditional British range. Kitchen ranges of all kinds continued to feature in builders’ catalogues through the 1930s but increasingly their use was confined to the countryside where gas was not available. Then from the mid-1950s, strong advertising of electric cookers in some rural districts saw the demise of most of the remaining ranges.54 By the 1960s, the range had become a museum piece – a curio. Cast-iron progress – so far as the kitchen range was concerned – had come to an end.
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Figure 30. Detail from a contemporary broadside illustration of the 1714/15 London frost fair. (Author’s Collection)
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Figure 31. Detail from a broadside illustration of the 1683/84 London frost fair. (Courtesy of British Museum)
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