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The Project
In early 2016, whilst the excavations in Peterborough
were ongoing on the Must Farm Project, an approach
was made by a television film company with a request
to build them a house, to be burned down. This was to
be for a documentary programme,
“Britain's Pompeii – A village lost in time”,
to be shown on BBC4, fronted by Alice Roberts.
This paper documents the building of the house
the burning of the house, and the remains.
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The Project
In early 2016, whilst the excavations in Peterborough were ongoing on the Must Farm Project, an approach was
made by a television film company with a request to build them a house, to be burned down. This was to be for
a documentary programme, “Britain's Pompeii – A village lost in time”, to be shown on BBC4, fronted by Alice
Roberts. The house in the excavation was 8m in diameter, on stilts in a riverbed, with no direct evidence for
wattle and daub walls, and possibly with a reed thatch. Negotiations, based on cost and time, led to a house that
was 4m in diameter, not on stilts, wattle and daub wall, with a reed roof. Towards the end of the build, a
message came through with information on the find of a piece of turf in the excavation. As this may have been
on the roof, a request was made to add a small number of turfs to the roof of the house.
The Build
With facilities and materials provided by Butser Education CIC, the build took place in the empty crop field, on
site at Butser Ancient Farm. The time taken to complete the project was 3 days preparation and gathering of
materials, and 12 days in construction, aided by a number of volunteers. The final day was with the film crew,
with the burn taking place late in the day for dramatic effect.
Extract from the Must Farm House Build Diary
Build led by David Freeman
14/02/16
Cut coppice, 45 stools, 3 hours
03/03/16
Coppice collection, trim carry, 5 hours
04/03/16
Collect all materials, cut to size, 5 hours
05/03/16
Wall post erection, top ring, wattle, 5 hours
07/03/16
Weave wattle, daub prep, thatch prep, 3 volunteers
08/03/16
Rafters, roof ring, purlins, thatch, 4 volunteers
10/03/16
Prep purlins, trim and tidy
11/03/16
Mix daub, spar prep
16/03/16
Thatch 1st ring, daub (third of wall and base ring), 2 volunteers
17/03/16
Thatch 2nd 3rd ring, daub (inside finished), 3 volunteers
18/03/16
Thatch, daub outside, 3 volunteers
21/03/16
Thatch, daub, 1 volunteer
22/03/16
Thatch finish, daub, 2 volunteers
23/03/16
Daub finish, 3 volunteers
31/03/16
Test turfs on roof, test burn, house burn
Preparation of the house
Independent to the filming, the opportunity was taken to set up a number of experiments. To simulate the floor
of the house, lengths of timber, parallel to each other, were placed in the middle of the house, covering an area
of 1m square. On this timber floor, a small fireplace of clay 0.5m square was built. As soon as the thatch was
complete, and the inside surface of the wall was daubed, a live fire was maintained in the house throughout the
remaining work days. This allowed the observation of the smoke penetration of the roof, and confirmed the
level of the smoke ceiling, and the quality of the living conditions within the house. On the day of the burn a
number of pieces of wood were placed randomly across the floor of the house, with the aim of observing the
possible ignition of the floor, during the burning of the house.
Set up for the fire
To simulate a scenario for an accidental setting fire to the house, a test was carried out a day before the filming.
Outside the house, a bundle of reed was set upright, leaning against a flat surface, representing the wall of the
house. The bundle of reed was set fire to at the bottom of the bundle. The flames spread upward rapidly,
resulting in a column of flames about 1m high off the top of the reed bundle. This test ensured that when the
same process was duplicated in the house, the inside of the roof would be well within reach of the flames and
would ignite with ease.

Pre-burn
The house fire on the hearth had been alight all day, and the internal temperature and the smoke ceiling were
stable. The weather was fine, with almost no wind. A bundle of thatching reed was stood upright against the
inside of the wall, in readiness to be ignited. At the time of the firing, the daub was still wet on the wall, inside
and out. As has been observed in other round house burns, this has little effect on either the combustion, or the
remains left in the aftermath of the fire.
The Burn
The burning of the house took place in the early evening of the 31st March 2016.
Timing taken from the video.
20s
The bundle inside the house was lit at the base using matches.
1m
The reed flower heads provide perfect tinder on the inside surface, and ignite.
1m 10s
Smoke appears through the top of the roof
1m 15s
Large volume of yellow smoke indicating a high level of unburned fuel due to low levels.
1m 40s
Ignition bundle collapses
2m
Flame flash-over out of the top of the door, due to rush of oxygen into the house.
2m 10s
Thatch on the roof over the doorway catches fire.
2m 16s
Flames burst through roof top
2m 35s
Flame is sufficient to reduce the level of smoke through ignition.
3m 30s
Up-draft increases and draws the fire out of interior.
5m
Burning thatch falls from the roof into the interior.
5m 30s
Burning thatch fall off eves onto the ground.
6m 48s
The burning thatch on the roof falls into the house.
8m 15s
Rafters start to move as the lashings burn away.
11m 40
Major rafter movement as the whole roof sags.
12m 30
Main roof collapse starts, with a large flare from falling thatch and rafter fall.
13m
Roof completely collapsed into the house.
14m 50s
Remaining thatch starts to fall off the eaves and wall top.
The Remains
The remains of the house were examined the following morning, when the structure was cool enough to
approach. There was a thick layer of ash covering the entire floor. This had fallen from the reed thatch during
the burn. The remains of the rafters had fallen in, some pivoting on the top of the wall, and resulted in a pattern
very similar to the remains in the Must Farm excavation. When the ash had been cleared away, the wooden
placements on the floor were examined. Due to the deep ash fall the wood was almost unscathed, only scorched
on the surface, as it had been protected from the air. In the ash was also the turf from the roof. It it had not
reached a high enough temperature to change it significantly.
Recording
Independently of the film company, the build and the burn were recorded in real time, time lapse, and
photographs. The after-burn was photo documented, and the interior, in particular the floor, was cleaned up and
drawn.
Questions Raised
This leads to a big question about the remains in the original excavation. The timbers named as rafters are
laying in a radial pattern, this was duplicated in the burn experiment. In the excavation the rings of support
posts are visible, but, assuming they had the house floor built on them, there is no sign of floor timbers. If the
floor had been constructed of substantial timbers, there should be evidence of them, even if partially burned.
There is the possibility that the floor was made of light weight materials. Willow rods could be laid radially
across the three rings of support posts. They would have had to have had the butts against the wall, and the tips
overlapping inside the inner ring of posts. Willow rod, grown to 4.5m - 5m lengths with butt diameters of 2cm –
3.5cm would have sufficed, and if laid in layers and lashed down, would have produced a suitable floor. Just as
important, they would have disintegrated quickly in the fallen remains and left little in the way of evidence. The
turf evidence leads to the conclusion that it was perhaps used to cap the apex of the roof. The burn was not long

enough to have changed the turf significantly. The grass was not severely burned, and the soil did not show
signs of conversion to a ceramic (pottery). The turf fell through the roof as the thatch was consumed by the fire.
The evidence for the rafters shows they would not have been substantial enough to have supported a turf roof.
Conclusion
As is so often found, the results raised more questions than were answered. However, in conjunction with other
experiments, it all builds towards a greater understanding of the behaviour of houses in prehistory.
Media
During the build, a facebook group was maintained for the public to follow the construction, and be given the
chance to discuss the project.
Access is here:
https://www.facebook.com/groups/1272837239399028/
Videos of the build, and the fire, are on YouTube:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pkROlmfbxQY Time lapse of the build.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s48WGNYzD_s House burn.
https://youtu.be/yWbLg5wfmDo Trial attempt to set fire to house.
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