
Victorian Mid-Terrace House

Are We Suffocating Our Victorian Mid-
Terrace Homes? A Guide to Breathing New
Life into Your House
The UK is home to millions of beautiful Victorian mid-terrace properties. With their high ceilings,
ornate features, and solid brick construction, they are a cherished part of our architectural heritage.
But as we’ve modernised these classic homes with insulation, double glazing, and draught-proofing,
we’ve inadvertently created a new problem: a serious case of bad air.

Sandwiched between two other properties, mid-terraces have unique challenges when it comes to
air flow. So, why does a home with no side windows, built to last for centuries, suddenly feel stuffy
and damp? Let’s delve into the issue and explore some simple, effective solutions.

The Problem: When Modern Comfort Creates Old Problems

Victorian builders were masters of their craft, but their understanding of insulation was, let’s say, a
little different from ours. These houses were designed to “breathe” through a constant flow of air.
Tiny gaps in the floorboards, leaky window frames, and open chimneys all acted as a natural, albeit
draughty, ventilation system. This constant movement of air swept out stale, moist air and brought
in fresh air from outside.

Today, we prize energy efficiency. We seal up every crack, install airtight windows, and pile on the
insulation. We’ve essentially turned our elegant, draughty old houses into sealed-up thermos flasks.

The result? The air has nowhere to go. All the moisture from cooking, bathing, drying clothes, and
even our own breath gets trapped inside. This leads to a build-up of condensation, which in turn can
cause mould, peel paint, and even damage the building’s fabric. But it’s not just about moisture; the
air also traps indoor pollutants from cleaning products, furniture, and off-gassing, creating a less-
than-healthy living environment.

The Science Bit: A Tale of Trapped Moisture

Think of the air in your home as a sponge. Warm air can hold a lot of water vapour (this is called
relative humidity). When this warm, moist air touches a cold surface, such as a single-glazed
window pane or an uninsulated wall, it cools down rapidly. The cold air can’t hold as much water, so
it wrings out the excess moisture, and it appears as liquid droplets. This is condensation, and it’s the
perfect environment for black mould to grow.

Poor ventilation allows this cycle to repeat over and over, leading to a persistent dampness that is
difficult to get rid of.

The Solution: Giving Your Home a Breath of Fresh Air

Luckily, you don’t have to choose between a warm house and a healthy one. The key is controlled
ventilation. The goal is to remove stale, moisture-laden air and replace it with fresh air without
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losing all the heat you’ve paid for.

There are two main ways to achieve this:

1. Natural Ventilation (The Simple Stuff)

This is the cheapest and easiest place to start.

Open Windows: A simple act, but a powerful one. Opening your windows for a few minutes
each day, even in the depths of winter, can make a huge difference. Opening a window on
either side of the house creates a cross-breeze.
Trickle Vents: If you have modern windows, you’ll likely have these small slots at the top.
They’re designed to provide a small, continuous amount of fresh air even when the window is
closed. Make sure they are open and clear of any blockages.

The Catch: Natural ventilation is great but has its drawbacks, especially for a mid-terrace. Since
you can’t open a window on a side wall, creating a true cross-breeze is impossible. This means
ventilation relies on air moving from the front to the back of the house, which can be less effective.
It also works best on windy days and can cause significant heat loss and unwanted draughts. It also
lets in noise and can be a security concern.

2. Mechanical Ventilation (The Smart Stuff)

For a more robust and energy-efficient solution, you need to consider mechanical systems. These use
fans to force air in or out in a controlled manner, making them especially useful for mid-terrace
properties where natural air movement is limited.

Decentralised Mechanical Extract Ventilation (dMEV):
What it is: This is a fan-based system, usually a small unit installed in a bathroom or
kitchen. It continuously runs at a low level to gently extract moisture-filled air from the
house, and it can ramp up when moisture is detected (for example, when you’re taking a
shower).
The Good: Relatively simple to install, highly effective in high-moisture areas, and much
more energy-efficient than leaving a window open for hours.
The Bad: It’s still an extract-only system, meaning it sucks air out but doesn’t recover
the heat. You’re still losing some of your home’s warmth.

Centralised Mechanical Ventilation with Heat Recovery (MVHR):
What it is: This is the gold standard of ventilation. A central unit with a network of
ducts supplies fresh, filtered air to living rooms and bedrooms while extracting stale air
from wet rooms (kitchens, bathrooms). The clever part is that the outgoing warm air
passes through a heat exchanger, which warms the incoming fresh air before it enters
your home. This can recover up to 90% of the heat that would otherwise be lost.
The Good: Provides fantastic, filtered air quality all year round. It’s an energy-saving
powerhouse that can significantly reduce your heating bills. You don’t have to open
windows, which means less noise and better security.
The Bad: It’s a significant investment. Installation can be disruptive, as ducts need to be
run throughout the house, which can be a challenge in a solid Victorian property. It also
requires regular maintenance to keep the filters clean.

Decentralised (Alternate Flow) MVHR:
What it is: This system uses a pair of small, standalone units, often installed in a single
room such as a living room or bedroom. Each unit has a ceramic core that stores heat.
The fans run for a short period (say, 70 seconds) to extract warm air from the room,



passing it through the core. Then, the fans reverse, bringing in fresh air from outside
and warming it up as it passes through the now-heated core. They alternate this process,
working in tandem to provide balanced ventilation.
The Good: This is an ideal solution for retrofitting. You don’t need any complex
ductwork, as each unit only requires a single hole drilled through an external wall. The
installation is much less disruptive and more affordable. It also recovers a good amount
of heat, typically around 75-85%.
The Bad: While effective for the rooms they are in, they may not provide balanced
ventilation for the entire house. They also require power and a hole through the wall for
each unit.

Final Thoughts: Finding the Right Balance

There’s no one-size-fits-all solution for a Victorian home. The best approach often involves a
combination of strategies. For a mid-terrace, you might start with simple natural ventilation at the
front and back of the house and dMEV in your bathrooms and kitchen. For more effective, room-by-
room solutions without major disruption, decentralised MVHR is an excellent option. If you’re
undertaking a major renovation or extension, it would be a perfect time to consider the long-term
benefits of a centralised MVHR system.

Ultimately, honouring the character of your home while making it a healthy and comfortable place to
live is a balance. By understanding how your home “breathes,” you can make informed choices to
ensure it stays in great shape for another century.


