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FIRES , EIRE ENGINES , AND
FIRE BRIGADES .
CHAPTER I .
FIRES.

t
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Fire , like the rest of the elements , when properly used and con¬
trolled , is an excellent servant and assistant to man ; but when it
obtains the mastery , it is, as we find from past and continued
experience , a most terrible and ruthless tyrant , destructive alike
to life and property , and perfectly indiscriminate in its ravages .
The palace and the hovel, the prince and the peasant , the old
and the young , are equally open to its destructive influence, and it
becomes the bounden duty of all to do their best to prevent its
doing mischief, and confine its powers within those bounds in
which it is found to act most beneficially for man .
Carelessness and wilfulness are the two best allies by whose
influence it so frequently exceeds its bounds , and against these it
is impossible always to guard ; consequently , from the earliest
ages, we find provision made for restitution or punishment accord¬
ing to the origin of the fire, and in the case of wilfulness it was
punished by death .
From a death by fire or burning we all instinctively shrink , and
with reason, for a more fearful or terrific finish to one’s existence
cannot well be imagined ; therefore , as when once a fire breaks out
it is impossible to foretell the extent of its ravages, or the loss of
life that may ensue, it is proper that the punishment for arson
should be made most severe, and also that for culpable carelessness,
the effects being the same, though the motives may differ.
A large fire, especially amongst much inflammable material , is
an awful and magnificent sight , and one usually as ruinous and
fatal in its results as it is extensive and magnificent in appear¬
ance. In a few hours the labours of a lifetime , or even of a
it
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generation , disappear , leaving in their place a shapeless useless
mass of ruins , and the owners or dependents homeless or ruined ,
and frequently to commence again those labours and exertions that
possibly another year or so would have rendered unnecessary .
The scene which a large London fire presents is one that , once
seen, can never be forgotten . A writer on this subject in the
‘ Quarterly Keview ’ for Dec. 1854 speaks of ‘ the shouts of the
crowd as it opens to let the engines rush through it ; the foaming
head of water springing out of the ground , and spreading over the
road until it becomes a broad mirror reflecting the glowing blaze ;
the black snake -like coils of the leathern hose rising and falling
like things of life, whilst a hundred arms work at the pump , their
central heart ; the applause that rings out clear above the roaring
flame as the adventurous band throw the first hissing jet ; cheer
following cheer as stream after stream shoots against the burning
mass, now flying into the socket-holes of fire set in the black face
of the house front , now dashing with a loud skirr against the
window frame and wall, and falling off in broken showers. A still
more imposing yet dreadful sight is often exhibited in the confla¬
grations of those vast piles of buildings in the City filled with
inflammable merchandise . Here the most powerful engines seem
reduced to mere squirts , and the efforts of the adventurous brigade men are confined to keeping the mischief within its own bounds .’
The great Tooley Street fire, the late fire at Gresham Street , the
Pimlico wheelworks, the Dockhead fires, and others , are ample
proofs of the truth of the latter part of these remarks .
Fires can never be entirely prevented , the causes of their origin
being so numerous and varied ; but this is no reason why every or
any precaution should be neglected , or carelessness in using fire
encouraged . After everything has been done that scientific and
practical knowledge shows to be the means of diminishing the
liability and extent of fires, there are still those unconquerable
difficulties of carelessness and wilfulness to contend against , and it
is difficult to devise a mode by which the ill effects of them may
be neutralised .
Carelessness, when reproved and shown the right way of proceed¬
ing , if persisted in, becomes wilfulness , and should therefore be
severely punished . In fact, in olden times this was the course
adopted ; and if it was considered needful then , experience shows
us that it is far more needful now ; especially since gas, lucifers,
and other contrivances of modern times have enlarged the field on
which they can act. Heading in bed is a fruitful source of fires,
and with the knowledge we have, and the instances of its pernicious
effects continually occurring , it cannot be called other than wilful ;
it certainly is not carelessness. The recklessness with which can¬
dles, lucifers , gas, the inflammable oils, and other easily kindled
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materials are used and treated in every-day life, can scarcely be
called carelessness now that the danger arising from their improper
treatment is known ; and too much caution cannot be taken in their
use to prevent mischief .
Were it always the case that the results of carelessness and wil¬
fulness affected the causes of it only, there would not be so much
to fear ; but as it is rarely the case that they stop here, it becomes
all the more important to guard against them . In some cases, such
for instance as the absurd practice of inflating the dresses of the
female sex by crinoline and other contrivances , in spite of the
danger so constantly and appallingly manifested , it is seldom that
the effects extend beyond the offender when the dress becomes
ignited ; but it may be taken as an established fact that in all
others the effects spread , unless promptly checked, to a very serious
extent , and frequently to one beyond control .
It is to be regretted that wire spark -protectors , which also serve
to keep the dresses of females, and linen drying or airing before
the fire, from becoming ignited , and sparks and particles of burn¬
ing fuel from coming into the room, are not more extensively
employed. These are now made of an ornamental character , can
be quickly and easily placed or removed, have considerable strength
when placed in position, and are to be had at such a reasonable
rate that no house should be unprovided with one for each fire¬
place in use.
The fires stated to have been caused by sparks in the year 1864,
in London , are 131 in number ; those caused by airing linen or
drying clothes 22 ; and the numerous fatal and other cases of
persons ’ clothing coming in contact with the fire, of which the
newspapers have frequent reports , are not recorded .
It is very difficult always to account exactly for, or find the
exact cause of, every fire, so many circumstances and causes com¬
bining to originate them ; but it is to be feared that a great pro¬
portion are from causes which might have been easily prevented ,
had there been the disposition in one case, or the care in the
other . The report of the London Fire Engine Establishment
for 1864 gives the total of fires of this description as, ‘ unknown ,
474 ,’ or a proportion of between ^ and ^ of the total of the fires
occurring in London alone in twelve months .
Experience , unfortunately , teaches us that those cases where the
greatest precaution should be taken to guard against the outbreak
of fire, and means provided to check or extinguish it at its out¬
break , are too often those in which the fewest are taken ; and it
must be said that where all that common sense teaches us should
be done for this purpose , is done, such will be found to be the
exception, not the rule .
It is too much the custom to remark that ‘we have never yet
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had a fire,’ and therefore neglect to provide against the chance of
its occurring . Such a policy as this cannot be too severely con¬
demned , for it is too often the case that the ill effects of the neglect
alluded to, when a fire does occur, extend to others who are fre¬
quently ill able to bear its ruinous effects ; but did they alone
experience its ravages to whose neglect the fire is due, it would,
as a rule , be admitted that they justly deserved it, for neglecting
to provide against the evil day. The old proverb about the
pitcher and the well should be occasionally called to mind by all
who ‘ have never had a fire.’
Chimneys were, and still are, a fruitful source of fires, both from
being allowed to become so foul as to ignite , and also from being
so improperly placed that the wood work of the building comes
in dangerous proximity to the interior of the flue. As a rule ,
but little attention is paid to the joints of the brick -work inside
the flue, to keep them close, and form a smooth, even interior , so
as to prevent the lodgment of soot. The use of earthenware tubes ,
or pipes, of the size of the flue required , built into the brick -work,
instead of forming the flue of brick only, has been tried with good
results ; and by glazing the interior but little soot is deposited ,
and the joints at each length can be made quite tight . This plan
is deserving of extended adoption , and its advantages are too
apparent to require lengthened comment .
A chimney properly constructed , and with no joists , beams, or
wood-work in its vicinity , may catch fire without giving much
cause for alarm to the inhabitants of the house to which it belongs ;
but when it throws out the burning soot in large flakes, to be
lodged promiscuously on everything in its neighbourhood , it then
becomes a serious matter , seeing that mischief may be caused where
least expected ; and thus this danger is added to the almost intoler¬
able nuisance caused by the smell of the burning soot, and the two
form anything but a pleasant state of affairs to all in its immediate
vicinity . The report of the London Fire Engine Establishment
for 1864 sets down the number of fires caused by, or attributable
to, faulty chimneys or flues as 135 ; and those caused by faulty
hearths at 10.
The use of wrought -iron pipes or tubes for conveying gas
throughout *a building , is much to be preferred to that of the soft
metal in such general use. It has frequently happened that when
a place has taken fire, the melting of these tubes lias allowed the
gas to escape, which, taking fire, has added in no small degree to
the mischief . No doubt , if it could be always managed , that
when a place takes fire the gas could be shut off at a point not
likely to be reached by the flames, and always easily got at , then
it would matter but little what material is employed for the pur¬
pose ; but as it is a rare case when this can be done, it is desirable
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that every reasonable precaution should be used to decrease the
damage caused by fire.
It would be a very great and important convenience in case of
fire, if the service pipes from the gas-mains were all fitted with
stop cocks, placed somewhere in the streets so as to be easily
accessible to the firemen, by means of which they could shut off the
gas from the meter , and thus do away with the damage caused by
the melting of the gas pipes allowing the gas to escape, when it
happens that the fire has cut off access to the meter . Something of
the kind is done in the City, and there can be no doubt of the
benefits to be derived from such an arrangement , as each engine
or policeman might be provided with a proper key for the purpose ,
and the remedial measures could be taken without delay.
As respects safety, the claims of gas to public confidence are
indisputable . No sparks can by any possibility be diffused by a
gas light . The odour so peculiar to coal gas is often urged as an
objection to its use. Its presence in an unburnt state is thereby
infallibly indicated , and thus fair warning is given that something
is wrong. A stronger ground of objection would exist if it were
entirely deprived of that odour. When gas escapes, open the door
and window of the apartment , search for the leak immediately —
but not ivith a lighted candle —and the escape may be easily de¬
tected , and as easily rectified .
It is a condition accidental , not necessary, to the use of gas, that
it occasionally escapes when it is not required . In that respect it
resembles water, beer, wine, and other liquids , for whose convey¬
ance and management pipes and stop cocks are requisite . It is
perfectly easy to use gas in every apartment of a house without its
occasioning the least inconvenience . Let there be ordinary care—
just as much as is exercised in performing the commonest of house¬
hold duties —and nothing more will be necessary.
The number of fires attributed to gas in London in 1864 is set
down at 102.
The custom of raking the fire out of the grate on to the hearth ,
which is so prevalent in the southern part of the kingdom , is a
very fruitful cause of fires, and one that should be strictly for¬
bidden . A moment ’s reflection will show the absurdity of this
proceeding , if it be called to mind that a place is provided , viz.
the grate , into which the material used to make a fire is put ,
because it is the safest place to have it, and because it is constructed
specially for the purpose , so as to avoid danger from the burn¬
ing coals.
It has been said that in the coal districts of England , where it
is not the custom to rake the fire on to the hearth , fires traceable
to this cause are exceedingly rare . No doubt the imperfect
manner in which hearths are ordinarily kept renders the liability
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to fire much greater , for it is a rare thing to see a hearthstone
without crevices around it, or holes made by mice close by ; these
little gentry finding the neighbourhood of the hearth a good place
to get a living . These holes and crevices become depositories for
dust , bits of thread , paper , "and other inflammable materials ,
which gather by degrees, and form a nice little point from which
a fire may start . At last some unlucky spark drops in , the
ignited matter slowly smoulders into a larger body of fire, and at
last breaks out when least expected, with a vigour and rapidity
which too often insure a complete and speedy destruction of the
building and its contents , and not unfrequently endangers or
destroys life itself.
The general and extended employment of gas, both in shops
and private houses of late years, has been said to have caused an
increase in the -number and extent of fires. To the want of care
and judgment in fitting and placing the burners , any fires from
this cause must be attributed , and not to any occult character in
the gas itself. How frequently does one see in some shops, in little
back rooms, nay, even in offices and warehouses, the gas burners
placed in dangerous proximity to woodwork ; sometimes right
under a beam , or close up to the lath and plaster ceiling, or right
against the wainscot ? In some of these cases a sheet of tinned
iron may be seen nailed or otherwise attached against or to the
inflammable material , with the intention of intercepting the heat
from the burner , and so preventing its taking fire, it being for¬
gotten that metal is a good conductor of heat !
Then , again , how frequently are stoves placed on a sheet of
iron , which sheet of iron is placed on the bare wood floor, with no
non -conducting material between them , to hinder the heat from
passing into the woodwork. If this course of procedure does not
actually cause fires it certainly increases the risk of them . It is
well known that wood exposed for a considerable time to a con¬
stant heat undergoes a change which renders it peculiarly liable
to take fire, under what may almost be termed unlikely circum¬
stances ; and it is, moreover , said it causes it to ignite by spon¬
taneous combustion .
The chemical action known as spontaneous combustion is a
frequent cause of fires, and great care should be taken in storing
all materials likely to become the means of causing fire by this
peculiarity . There can be no doubt that many fires, whose origin
it has been difficult to ascertain , have arisen from this cause ; and
it is known that greasy or oily cotton , sawdust, &c., if left long
enough undisturbed , undergo a change , and finally ignite , setting
fire to whatever inflammable material may be in their immediate
neighbourhood .
Spontaneous combustion is the power of ignition inherent in
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The putrefaction of vegetables

is known to occasion the development of so much heat as some¬

times to cause their ignition , which the following instances will
prove. It is well known, and has been satisfactorily proved, that
ignition from chemical action will take place amongst such mate¬
rials as hemp , jute , cotton , flax, &c., when they are stowed in a
damp state, or left in a state of grease or oily dirt , or allowed to
remain in a heap for a sufficient time . In the cElements of
Chemistry ’ it is said by Andrew Fyfe ‘that the fixed or unctuous
oils absorb oxygen ; linseed oil, for instance , when spread on paper ,
has been found to imbibe not less than twelve times its weight of
it . Under certain circumstances the absorption goes on so rapidly
that the heat generated is sufficient to cause combustion ; when,
for instance , tow or cloth is soaked in oil and heaped together , its
temperature very soon rises, and it at last takes tire . Hence the
necessity of being cautious in throwing aside tow or other matters
which have been used for cleaning the oily parts of machinery , as
instances have occurred of fires being occasioned in this way.’
Many instances of spontaneous combustion had occurred from
this cause, and in particular it had become so common in the
Itussian arsenals, that a series of experiments were instituted to
ascertain , as far as possible, the particulars under which they
occurred . The results showed that if hemp , flax, linen cloth, &c.
be steeped in linseed oil, if it lie in a heap , and be somewhat
pressed together and confined, its temperature rises, a smoke issues
from it, and it at length takes fire. The same thing happens with
mixtures of oil and fine charcoal, as lamp -black wrapped up in linen ,
for in one experiment a mixture of this kind became warm in about
sixteen hours , and emitted steam ; in two hours more it emitted
smoke, and immediately took fire. In another experiment the
combustion happened in nine hours, but only succeeded where
drying oils were used.
Spontaneous ignition has been observed to take place in the
cotton wipings, or waste employed for wiping off the oil, &c. from
the machinery ; and there is little doubt but that many fires, for
which no apparent cause could be assigned , have thus arisen .
Mr . Oldham , of the Bank of Ireland , has stated that he knew of
three fires caused by greasy rags lying together . On one occasion
he was awakened by an alarm of fire, which he found had arisen
from that cause. From experiments he had made he was perfectly
satisfied that all such matters would ignite spontaneously at various
periods after they had been used , in some cases so long as twelve
months .
No pains should be spared to prevent mischief arising from
this cause, and all waste vegetable matters , of any and every de¬
scription , should be removed to such place as would prevent any
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danger ensuing if they should become spontaneously ignited . All
tow, hemp , jute , cotton -waste, bass-matting , and other vegetable
matter , ought always to be kept as free from grease or oil, and the
influence of damp or moisture , as possible ; and there is no reason
to fear any dangerous results from their being on the premises , if,
knowing their peculiarities , reasonable precautions are taken to
prevent their being exposed to those contingencies which produce
the effects desired to be guarded against .
In 1858 a quantity of asphalted felt, which was stored in a
builder ’s yard at Camberwell , became ignited spontaneously , but
fortunately without doing much damage ; and in a few weeks after
it ignited again .
There have been many well authenticated cases of serious fires
arising from this cause ; and it would seem that they are rather
on the increase than otherwise . One great reason for this is the
increasing tendency to store large masses of material together in
a lump , instead of separating them as much as possible ; conse¬
quently it is difficult, nay, almost impossible, to have that easy
means of inspection from time to time throughout the whole mass,
which is the only means of detecting and preventing the progress
and outbreak of this silent and insidious destroyer .
Count Morozzo has written at considerable length on sponta¬
neous combustion ; and in the Memoirs of the Academy of Sciences
at Turin , and also in the Memoires de l’Academie de Paris , 1760,
and in the third volume of the ‘ Repertory of Arts ’ some inte¬
resting facts on this subject will be found .
In 1864 the fires stated to have been caused by spontaneous
combustion in London are set down as 15.
The Report published each year by the London Fire Engine
Establishment does not distinguish between ‘ totally destroyed ’
and ‘seriously damaged ,’ but lumps them both together , and
divides the particulars of the fires for each year thus :—‘ Totally
destroyed or considerably damaged ,’ and ‘ slightly damaged ; ’
whereby its utility as a means of deducing reliable and valuable
statistics of the three classes into which fires should be divided,
may be said to be completely destroyed .
On reading over the excellent and thoroughly practical report of
the ‘ Bataillon de Sapeurs -Pompiers de la Ville de Paris ,’with which
the author has been favoured , he finds fires classified thus :—‘Totally
destroyed ,’ ‘seriously damaged ,’and ‘slightly damaged .’ This report
also appends to the particulars of each fire the mode in which it
was extinguished , whether by engines , by buckets , or by the persons
in the locality where the fire broke out . It also mentions the
number of engines brought to each fire, the number worked, and
also whence they were brought , and gives the number of lives
jeopardised or saved, buildings destroyed , and distance of nearest
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station from the seat of the fire. Such a report as this is a most
valuable document ; and the system on which it is got up, and the
way in which it treats the subject , should be taken as a model by
all brigades who desire to give reliable and useful information on
such an important subject . These are points in which the Report
of the London Fire Engine Establishment is sadly deficient , no
mention being made of any of the above particulars . It is one
that should be immediately rectified . A great improvement
would be made if the amount of property destroyed by each con¬
flagration , and other particulars , were appended .
It is worthy of remark that up to the present time the tendency
of fires is to become more numerous , of far greater extent than
formerly , and to cause far heavier losses ; whilst the means of
controlling them does not increase in proportion , although steam
fire engines are used at nearly every one. One great reason for
this may be the tendency to construct large buildings , which are
not sufficiently subdivided to render it easy to attack the fire as it
were in detail , and in spite of the Building Act this course seems
to be persisted in , especially in the case of the large buildings
called Manchester warehouses. Mr . Yulliamy , architect to the
Metropolitan Board of Works, and who it is said has the means of
obtaining correct information on the subject , states that in London
the ‘total loss,’ or fires in which everything is totally destroyed ,
amount to rather over 14 per cent, of all the fires during the year .
In the year 1840, the London fires were recorded as 681. In
1844 they were 762. In 1848 they were 805. In 1852 they
increased to 923. In 1856 they reached 957. In 1860 they
amounted to 1056 ; and in 1864 they had increased in the greatest
ratio , amounting to 1487 ; showing that in less than twenty -five
years they had more than doubled in number .
Of the total of 768 fires which occurred in Paris in 1864, the
number from unknown causes is set down as 111 ; those from
lucifer and chemical matches as 28 ; those from children playing
with matches 16 ; those from sparks from candles, lamps , &c., 64 ;
and those from paper or matches partly extinguished as 25 ; the
remainder arising from a variety of other causes, most of them of
the usual character .
Numerous attempts have been made from time to time to
devise some method by which a fire, on its earliest breaking out,
shall announce itself , and thereby give timely warning of its
occurrence ; but though many ingenious contrivances have been and
are devised, the author is not aware of any that can be looked on
as sufficiently reliable or simple to merit their adoption , nor does
lie know of any plan in use for this purpose .
A fire-alarm apparatus , intended to announce the occurrence of
fire in any room in a building in which it was placed, is said to
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have been invented by Sir William Congreve. It consisted of a
glass tube about one inch in diameter and six inches in length ,
with a bulb of two inches in diameter at each end, suspended just
a trifle below the centre of gravity ; to the frame was fastened a
tube with quicksilver , which, when the apparatus was set ready for
action , was in a horizontal position . On a fire breaking out and
the temperature becoming raised, the alcohol contained in the
glass expanded until it tilted over the tube , and the quicksilver
with which it was weighted gave it sufficient impetus , in turning ,
to cause it to release a small catch which held in check a spring
always kept wound up , so that , on the spring being released and
allowed to run down, it set in motion a small bell, giving notice
of what had occurred .
Fires are continually said to occur by ‘ accident ,’ or are as they
are termed ‘ accidental : ’ it has been said that ninety -nine fires
out of every hundred are preventible , and may be divided into
two kinds —those which are wilful, and those which arise from
carelessness. These latter there can be no question might with a
little care and prudence be enormously diminished , if not alto¬
gether prevented , whilst the others are of course more difficult to
deal with, though the law is very severe when it takes its course.
These, so long as there is thought to be sufficient inducement to
compensate for the risk run , will always occur ; but it is highly
probable that by maintaining the practice of setting on foot a strict
investigation into the causes of all fires a considerable damper
may be put on fires of this sort.
The gradual increase , during the present century , of heavy and
serious fires both in London and throughout the country , shows
most strongly the importance of having the cause or origin of each
carefully and strictly investigated . In London it is to be hoped
that , under the new system , which is to come into operation on the
1st of January next , the desirability of this will be seen, and that
there will be a radical change for the better ; for it may be taken
as a certainty that , when the public come to pay for attendance at
fires and the maintenance of the fire extinguishing machinery , they
will require to know the causes of such fires as those at Southwark
Street , Grresham Street , &c., with the expectation of finding that
such data may be obtained as will enable the now gradually increasing number to be diminished or averted altogether .
When a room in a ‘ rookery ’ catches or gets set on fire, and its
inmate or inmates suffocated or burnt ; when some luckless female ,
who, in spite of the constant and fearful warning of the extreme
danger and folly of wearing the preposterous crinoline , persists
with characteristic obstinacy in distending her apparel , gets in
contact with the fire (too often totally unprotected ), and , as a
necessary and almost unfailing consequence, pays the penalty of
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her life, then comes the coroner’s inquest with its ‘ useful ’
investigation , and almost stereotyped verdict of ‘accidental death
hut as to any practical benefit resulting to the public at large from
the often protracted enquiry in reducing these ‘ accidents ’ or
preventing them altogether , their constant recurrence shows un¬
mistakably that none is derived from it.
When a large fire, such as the terrible conflagration at Tooley
Street , the great fire at Gresham Street , and the numerous others
of late , breaks out , and a whole neighbourhood is jeopardised or
destroyed , not the slightest attempt seems to be made to investigate
the cause, nor is any really practical benefit obtained from the
warning ; but up go the so-called ‘ fireproof ’ buildings in their
place, and in a few years the result is a yet more disastrous con¬
flagration , a greater destruction of property , a still greater loss of
confidence, and an increased general feeling of insecurity .
When a railway ‘ accident ,’ involving the loss of a life or two
and a moderate destruction of property , occurs, an officer, duly
appointed by Government for this purpose , inspects the scene of
the disaster , and endeavours to find out the cause or causes ; the
avowed intention being , from the particulars embodied in his report ,
to devise and carry out some means for preventing their recurrence ,
or at least of reducing , as far as human foresight and precaution
can do so, any liability to it .
No one will for a moment say that this is not a most judicious
and proper course to be taken ; and it is believed that such a
system, properly devised and carried out for the purpose of finding
and diminishing the causes of fires, if nowhere else, at least in
London , could not fail to be attended with most beneficial results .
It is most important , however, that those charged with this duty
should be fully conversant with the subject both theoretically and
practically , otherwise hut little advantage would arise from it ; for
however reasonable any ‘theory ’ may be, unless a large amount of
practice be joined to it , errors already in existence would be per¬
petuated or others originated , and the result Avould be a muddle
anything but satisfactory or desirable .
Whilst these pages were passing through the press, Mr . L. M.
Becker , so well known in London as the energetic and able
lieutenant of the late Lambeth Fire Brigade , addressed the fol¬
lowing letter on this subject to several of the London papers ,
and it appeared in the ‘ Builder ,’ ‘ Building News,’ ‘ Insurance
liecord ,’ ‘ Builder ’s Weekly Iieporter ,’ &c.
‘ Metropolitan
Fire Brigade
Bill .
‘ (To the Editor of the “ Insurance Record.”)
‘ Sir ,— On reading
the clauses of the above bill , published

in

your edition of the 14th inst ., I perceive no provision is made for
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inquests to enquire into the causes of fires. I believe that the
corporation of the city of London has powers to institute inquests ,
when property to any large extent has been destroyed by fire (irre¬
spective of any loss of life). If similar powers were given to the
Metropolitan Board of Works, very valuable scientific information
would be obtained , which would eventually reduce the theories of
causes of fire to facts .
‘ The number of “ unknown ” causes returned by the officers of
the brigades is very large , nearly all of which could be accounted
for, if a practical and scientific person was empowered to enquire
into them . The advantages of such a department to the fire in¬
surance companies is apparent , and the knowledge that certain
stowages, &c. cause large fires, that certain buildings are only
suited to certain purposes, &c., would reduce the frequency
and extent of fires. Whatever experience may be gained by the
present limited enquiries made by the fire brigades , it is not cir¬
culated among those who would gladly guard against a repetition
of like dangers , and thus the willing are left in a state of igno¬
rance . The construction of buildings , the proximity of hazardous
businesses, the situations , the probable amount of destruction that
would be caused by fire, &c. &c., should be enquired into by a
department under the new bill , and I would suggest that the
Metropolitan Board of Works should have power to publicly enquire
into all fires that destroy property (insured or not ) to the extent
of 1,000^. and upwards , and into any other case that they might
think would conduce to the public benefit .
‘ Such fires as those of Gresham Street and New Southwark
Street , in which goods were deposited in so-called “ fireproof ’
buildings , with solid masonry , lofty floors, iron girders , extra thick
party walls, &c., do not seem to teach architects and builders any
lesson. Leviathan buildings are frequently constructed upon those
principles that builders and others persist are “ fireproof.” All
buildings are fireproof so long as goods are not stored therein ; but
experience has taught the fire companies that these fireproof (?)
buildings burn more furiously and rapidly , and destroy more of
their contents (even those considered incombustible ), than ordinary
buildings that are not considered fireproof, and from the massive
and weighty materials used in their construction they have in
every case caused the entire building , from cellar to roof, to be so
destroyed as to necessitate rebuilding .
‘ It is from such experiences that many evils might be avoided,
and large fires reduced to a minimum . I would urge upon the
fire insurance companies and the Metropolitan Board of Works
the desirability of conjointly appointing a gentleman practically
used to the devastation of fires, to survey the dangers of the
present buildings and watch the construction of future ones, and
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I believe such supervision would be of incalculable advantage to
both bodies. It has often occurred that the injudicious placing of
a door or window during construction has frustrated the efforts of
the fire brigades , and made the insurance companies and the public
suffer by thousands of pounds losses.
£I am, Sir, yours respectfully ,
‘ Lewis
‘ Peckham, July 21, 1865.’

M . Becker

,

‘Fire Risk Surveyor and Assessor.

It is said that the holding of inquests in the City hy the coroner
to investigate the causes of fires has been discontinued in conse¬
quence of the refusal to pay the fees of the coroner.
The late Mr. Braidwood has aptly remarked that ‘it is really
astonishing to find that , with daily examples before their eyes,
people should persist ( whether insured or not seems to make little
difference) in practices which there is a hundred chances to one
may involve both themselves and the neighbourhood in one com¬
mon ruin . Of this sort are the practices of going under a bed
with a lighted candle, and placing a screen full of clothes too near
the fire. It may suit such people well enough to say, “ Let the
house burn , my property is insured ; ” but do such persons ever
consider, that when fire has consumed their property , or rather
what is not theirs , but the property of the individual office by
whom it is insured ,—do they ever consider that the fire will not
stop at their bidding , and that it may be beyond the power of any
human being to say “ Thus far shalt thou come and no farther ?” ’
It has been truly said that ‘the loss from fire may be
covered by insurance , and the proprietor may get his building
replaced at no direct cost to himself ; but the losses resulting in¬
directly from other causes, such as the suspension of the business,
the loss of his books, and the general confusion into which his
affairs are thrown , are frequently more serious than the loss of the
building itself ; while in the case of manufactories and similar
buildings , the evil, as regards the workmen , is of still greater
magnitude , as they are often deprived for a considerable time of
the opportunity of earning the means of subsistence , and thus
frequently become a burthen upon the public .’
Such an argument as this , that because a place is insured it may
burn , is a most disgraceful one ; and it is pretty certain that in
the ordinary run of cases where one is insured for just the value
and no more , the experience of a burn out will show that insur¬
ance does not always make it ‘ of no difference,’ and that whether
insured or not it will be far more profitable to keep clear of fire
altogether . Of course, where insured far beyond the value, then it
is found that it may make ‘ no difference.’
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The following points are well worth notice , and should be care¬
fully borne in mind and acted on, as they will be sure to diminish
the class called ‘ accidental .’
Never leave lucifers , vesuvians, or any other of the numerous
descriptions of chemical matches , in such positions that they can
be readily got at by children , or fall on the floor and be trodden
on. During the year 1864 it is said that 48 fires in London alone
were caused either by children playing with them , or else their
becoming accidentally ignited . Children should be strictly pre¬
vented from playing with fire, and severely punished if caught so
offending. It is far better that they should undergo the incon¬
venience of a little wholesome chastisement , than either set the
house on fire, disfigure themselves for life, or be burnt to death ,
from the want of being severely punished for disobedience.
Never leave a candle burning at your bedside on a table when
you go to bed, and avoid reading in bed—this is a most fruitful
cause of loss of life and property .
If a light is required in a bedroom let it be a rush , wax, or
floating light , placed in a basin on the floor, at a considerable
distance from curtains or drapery of any kind —on the hearth is
the best place.
If a piece of paper is used to light a candle with , see that it is
properly extinguished before leaving it, as it will sometimes burst
out on fire after having been , as supposed, trampled out.
Never blow out gas lights , always turn them off, and shut off
the main gas cock at the meter . If there be an escape of gas, so
that the smell of it is very apparent , directly open the doors and
windows to allow its escape, and entrance of fresh air ; and above
all things avoid coming any way near with a light of any descrip¬
tion . As soon as you can, shut off the gas at the meter .
All chimneys should be thoroughly swept at least once in three
months ; but once every month is far better and safer. Soot will
accumulate quickly , and much quicker with some sorts of coal than
with others . Many a house has been burnt down by the chimney
catching on fire.
If a chimney catches fire, the readiest means of extinguishing it
will be found in applying a wet table -cloth , cover, or blanket to
the whole front of the grate , from the mantel -piece down to the
floor, and holding or pinning it close into or against the jambs ;
then if the bottom be lifted up sufficiently high to enable water
enough to be thrown on the fire, to create a good cloud of steam
to ascend the chimney , the fire will be either extinguished or
very much reduced ; and if a pistol be then fired up the
chimney it will fetch down the soot in a very short time , and thus
prevent any serious damage arising from this by no means pleasant
occurrence . Some people throw salt on the fire instead of water ,
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and others are fond of using brimstone ; but the cold
water cure ,
followed by the application of gunpowder , as above prescribed ,
will
hardly fail to be found effectual.
The hurry and excitement arising on the sudden
of a
fire, and the almost universal deficiency of presenceoutbreak
of mind and
judgment caused thereby , are no small additions to, and
increasers
of, this terrible and often fatal calamity . The
under
which these visitations occur are so varied ,circumstances
and in each case
affording a circumstance of a different description , that no
special
rules can be provided for each, but those laid down in the
followingdivisions of Inmates and Bystanders , which have been well
and considered by one who possesses almost the greatest digested
experience
on this subject —Mr. William Baddeley , C.E.— will,
there is every
reason to believe, prove most useful .
For Inmates .
1. Every person should be well acquainted with
the
modes of escape, both above and below, which are offeredvarious
by the
dwelling in which he resides. If a trap -door leads to the
roof,
a
step ladder should be permanently affixed thereto , or it
will be
sure to be out of the way when wanted . If no public
are kept in the vicinity , a domestic fire escape should befire escapes
provided .
2. If a fire breaks out at night , .it is better for the
to stop to dress themselves , but wrap themselves in inmates not
blankets or
counterpanes , &c., and instantly avail themselves of the best means
of escape that is open to them , carefully shuttikg
all doors
AFTER THEM
.
3. As smoke and heated air always ascend, an escape
may fre¬
quently be effected without inconvenience by crawling on
the
hands and knees when it would be impossible to avoid
suffocation
in an upright position . If the smoke is very dense,
a worsted
stocking or a piece of flannel held over the mouth and nostrils
is a
great protection to the lungs .
4. If escape by the street door, by an attic window, or
by a trap¬
door in the roof is impracticable , the principal should
see that
every member of his household is present , and the
party should
make their way to a front room, where they will most
iikely be
accessible by ladders or otherwise.
5. When a party is thus collected in a front room, the
very last
thing to be thought of is jumping from the window. If no
external
assistance in the way of ladders , &c., is brought , a rope , or sheets
and
blankets tied together , will afford the means of descent .
Bedding
or carpeting thrown out of window may be usefully
applied by the
persons below for the reception of the inmates .
6. All other means failing , and descent from the
window being
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the last and only alternative , get on the window sill and drop, do
not jump . A carpet , blanket , or even a policeman ’s coat, held
breast high , will, in most cases, prevent injurious effects from the
fall .
For Bystanders .
1. On the very first alarm of fire, send immediate notice to the
nearest fire escape and fire engine stations . Pending their arrival ,
see if any trustworthy ladders can be obtained in the vicinity .
2. Two courageous men should ascend through the adjoining
houses, and see what can be done to rescue the inmates either by
the attic windows, by the trap -door, or by making a hole through
the roof.
3. If two ropes are at hand , the ends being lowered from the
upper part of the two adjoining houses, and then united , they may
be drawn up to any window at which persons may be placed , and
thence lowered into the street , or the lower window of the next
house.
4. If the house is a detached one, a ball or stone tied to a small
string and thrown over the house will enable the inmates to draw
up a rope, which, fastened to a bed-post or the bars of a fire-grate ,
will afford a ready means of descending in safety.
Hints to Agriculturists .
The following hints , precautions , and rules may be found useful
to agriculturists , especially since the pastime of rick -firing seems
to be again coming into vogue , of which such numerous and serious
examples have occurred in the North during the past year .
1. Forbid your men to use lucifer matches , smoke, or light
pipes or cigars, destroy wasps’ nests , or fire off guns in or near the
rick -yard ; or to throw hot cinders into or against any wooden
out -buildings on the farm ; on pain of instant dismissal .
2. Place your ricks in a single line, and as far distant from each
other as you conveniently can.
3. Place hay-ricks and corn-stacks alternately ; the hay-rick
will check the progress of the fire.
4. Keep the rick -yard , and especially the spaces between the
stacks and ricks , clear of all loose straw, and in all respects in a
neat and clean state . The loose straw is more frequently the
means of firing than the stack itself.
5. Have a pond close to the rick -yard , although there may be
but a bad supply of water .
6. When a steam threshing machine is to be used, place it on
the lee side of the stack or barn , so that the wind may blow the
sparks away from the stacks. Let the engine be placed as far
from the machine as the length of the strap will allow. Have the
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loose straw continually cleared away from the engine ; see that two

or three pails of water are kept
and that the pan itself is kept
desirable that the ash-pan of the
be kept constantly an inch or two

constantly close to the ash-pan ,
constantly full of water . It is
engine be made so that it may
deep in water .

1low to act when a Fire has broken out in a Rick -yarcl .
1. Do not wait for the engines , nor for the assistance of the
labourers from a distance . Depend entirely upon the immediate
and energetic exertions of yourself and your own men .
2. Do not allow the rick or stack on fire to be disturbed . Let it
burn itself out, but let every exertion be made to press it compactly
together , and , as far as is practicable , prevent any lighted particles
flying about .
3. Get together all your blankets , carpets , sacks, rugs , and other
similar articles , soak them thoroughly in water , and place them
over and against the adjoining ricks and stacks towards which the
wind blows.
4. Having thus covered the sides of the ricks adjoining that on
fire, devote all your attention to the latter . Press it together by
every available means. If water is at hand , throw upon it as much
as possible.
5. If engines arrive let water be thrown upon the blankets , &c.,
covering the adjoining stacks, and then upon the stack on fire.
6. Among the numerous hands who flock to assist upon these
occasions, many do mischief by their want of knowledge, and
especially by opening the fired stack and scattering the embers .
In order to obviate this evil, place your best man in command
over the stack on fire, desire him to make it his sole duty to
prevent it being disturbed , and to keep it pressed and watered .
7. Place other men , in whose steadiness you have confidence, to
watch the adjoining ricks, to keep the coverings over them , and to
extinguish any embers flying from the stack on fire. In order to
effect this, it is most desirable that there should be ladders at hand
to enable one or two of the labourers to mount upon each stack .
8. If the ricks are separated from each other , and there is no
danger of the fire extending to a second, it is of course desirable to
save as much of the one on fire as may be possible. That , however,
is not unfrequently accomplished by keeping the rick compactly
together rather than by opening it,
9. Send for all the neighbours ’ blankets and tarpaulins . These are
invaluable ; they are near at hand , and can be immediately applied .
10. Should a fire break out in the homestead , or near the stables
and cattle sheds, it is to be particularly noted that , in order to
remove the horses easily and surely , their heads must be covered
c
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or their eyes bandaged , otherwise it will be found almost impossible
to remove them .
If there be time , put on their harness , place a damp or wet
cloth , sack, smock-frock, or even a pocket -handkerchief over their
nose and mouth , and by keeping their eyes covered they can be
led quietly out, and removed to a place of safety. Numerous
instances are on record of the perfect success of this plan where it
has been tried ; and hundreds of instances are known of the total
failure to save horses, in cases of fire, where this plan has not been
followed.

CHAPTER II .
REMARKABLE

CONFLAGRATIONS .

A correct record of the numerous extensive conflagrations from
the time of the ancients , with their causes, the value of the pro¬
perty destroyed , and the number of lives sacrificed, could such be
obtained , would present a most appalling and astonishing total ,
and one the calm study of which would doubtless scarcely fail to
make all both wiser and more careful in their dealings with this
useful though terrible and destructive element . It is but seldom,
however, that the lesson taught by a large conflagration has any
durable result , for after the ‘ nine days’ wonder ’ and talk on the
matter have passed away the occurrence is forgotten , things drop
into the old groove, and all goes on as before, until at length the
•recurrence of perhaps a more serious one causes a little more
wonder and a little more talk ; but as to any real advantage or
improvement being made from the experience so expensively
gained , it will be rarely indeed that such are found .
It is hoped, however, that placing a few of them on record , and
in order, before the readers of this work, may lead to some reflec¬
tion on the subject , and cause that attention to be given to so
serious a matter as preventing the origin , or at least the spreading ,
of fires which its importance deserves. It should he borne in mind
that we are one and all equally interested in the practice and main¬
tenance of every precaution to prevent fires, and in doing our
utmost to extinguish them when broken out. The list of fires
given for London takes all from 30,000/. damage upwards .
The following list comprises some of the great conflagrations
which are recorded to have taken place at various times in different
countries and places ; and in the record of the London fires, which
only however shows those where the damage has been heavy, it will

