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CHAPTER XVII .
THE LONDON FIEE

This undertaking

ENGINE

ESTABLISHMENT .

, which was the property

of a certain

number

of

associated fire insurance companies, has been generally looked on
as either a national or a government institution ; but in no way
was it connected with either . It was established and maintained
as a private speculation , to diminish the losses experienced by the
offices on the risks they take on various buildings and property in
London . Its existence had been tolerated , and its exertions to
extinguish fires permitted ; but it had no charter , act of parliament ,
deed of partnership , or legal authority , or power to do either .
The public have always innocently imagined that it was an
establishment kept up voluntarily , as it ought to have been , for the
protection of the entire metropolis , like the admirable ‘ Society for
the Protection of Life from Fire ,’ which is supported entirely by
voluntary contributions ; but they will soon learn practically that
such was not the case, and they have already a pretty fair evidence
of it, by the fact that no provision has been made in the new bill
to take charge of the fire escapes for the benefit of the public ;
but as these were not maintained at the cost of the insurance
offices, it has not, it seems, been thought worth while to interfere
with them .
Prior to its establishment , the offices and the public , insured as
well as uninsured , had to rely on the efficiency of the parish
engines established by law ; on the voluntary and gratuitous
exertions and services of owners of private engines ; the assistance
afforded by engines belonging to individual fire offices; or what
they could do themselves with the readiest means they could obtain
for the purpose . The inefficiency of this state of things , especially
with regard to the parish engines, produced no effect ' on the
public , who viewed it with stolid indifference, each individual
considering himself least interested in the subject ; but with the
insurance companies it became a money question , the most infal¬
lible of all arguments to those who have to find it , and they early
found it necessary to change this state of things ; but here again
the same causes as kept the public indifferent , operated on those
offices who had experienced the fewest losses, and kept them from
doing anything in the matter .
In the year 1808, Sir Frederick Morton Eden , the then chair¬
man of the Globe Insurance Office, attempted to form a London
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fire engine establishment on the model of the ‘ Corps de Sapeurs
Pompiers ’ of France . He proposed that each office should furnish
twenty firemen, ten of whom should be ‘first class ’ men , paid for
all fires they attended ; and ten to be ‘ second class’ men , paid
only when specially called on to render assistance ; that all matters
relating to appointments of firemen , and the business connected
with the proposed establishment , should be managed by an engine
committee ; and that each office should pay an equal contribution
towards the expenses of the establishment .
By the end of that year , however, Sir Frederick found that the
only office he could get to join the Globe in carrying out this
undertaking was the Atlas ; and seeing that it was impossible to
obtain the cooperation of any other insurance office towards form¬
ing a joint engine establishment , he abandoned the attempt ; and
it was not until many years had elapsed that any endeavour seems
to have been made to carry out such a plan .
About the year 1825 a union , similar to that proposed by Sir
Frederick Eden some seventeen years before, was formed by the
Sun, Union, and Eoyal Exchange offices, who placed all their men
and engines under one superintendent ; and some time afterwards
they were joined by the Atlas and the Phoenix, though the principal
remaining offices did not join the ‘ Brigade ’ until 1833. Prior to
1831 great changes had taken place amongst the insurance offices:
some had entirely given up fire insurances , and others had reduced
the number of their engines ; and it is stated that the different
London insurance companies had only thirty eight fire engines
belonging to them in that year , whilst the number had been fifty
only four or five years before.
On the 1st of January , 1833, the London Fire Engine Establish¬
ment was formed by ten of the insurance companies uniting with
a view to reduce the separate expenses of each office, and mutually
assist one another at fires. The ten offices were the Alliance , Atlas,
Globe, Imperial , London Assurance, Protector , Royal Exchange ,
Sun, Union, and Westminster ; and thus , after the lapse of a quarter
of a century , was the system proposed by Sir F . M. Eden carried
into practice , chiefly through the exertions of Mr . Charles Bell
Forde , a leading director of the Sun Fire Office.
The expense at first was 8,000?. per annum , with 80 men and
19 stations ; and the expenses have been gradually increasing until
in the year ending 1862, with 127 men and 19 stations , they
amounted to 27,000 ?.
The affairs of the London Fire Engine Establishment were
managed by a committee consisting of a director or secretary from
each of the 29 fire offices contributing to the establishment , which
all who formed the association did in a certain agreed proportion .
Their staff consisted, according to the report of 1864, of one super -
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intendent and 132 men , who were divided into foremen , engineers ,
sub engineers , senior firemen, junior firemen, extra men , and drivers .
The engines consisted of 10 steam fire engines, 33 manual engines,
and 2 floating steam fire engines, with all the hose and appliances
required for their service.
London was divided into districts , wdiich had amongst them 19
double and single engine stations , eleven on the north side of the
river , including the chief station at Watling Street , and three on
the south side. The two steam floating fire engines are moored,
one at Southwark Bridge and the other at King ’s Stairs , Rother hithe . In both of them the steam is constantly maintained at
working pressure , and the fires are banked ready to work at a
moment ’s notice ; but the utility of both of these engines is sadly
impaired , if required at a moderate distance , by the great deficiency
of the propelling power, or rather by the inefficiency of the means
to which the engine power is applied for propelling purposes in
one case, and by oars being used in the other , through which a
great deal of time is lost in bringing them from their stations .
Within the last few years the annually increasing cost of main¬
taining their fire extinguishing force and appliances, and the heavy
losses occasioned by the serious fires which so frequently occurred,
caused considerable discontent amongst the insurance companies
contributing to it ; and, in consequence , an agitation was com¬
menced with the view of getting rid of it altogether , or else obtain¬
ing further support from other quarters , by which their protection
might be augmented , their expenditure decreased, or its increase
prevented .
From the evidence given before the Select Committee on Fires
in the Metropolis , which sat in 1862, it appeared that the expen¬
diture was then 27,000/. per annum , contributed by 30 offices,
each of which paid a certain annual sum, the Sun contributing
4,000/. ; and the late Mr. Drummond , who was managing director
of the Sun Fire Office, stated that the increased cost of the estab¬
lishment in 1861 was 3,900/. to 4,000/ . over that of 1860. It was
then shown that the amount increased each year, and that in spite
of this increase London was still inadequately protected , and the
importance and desirability of further and more efficient protection
was strongly urged upon the Government and the public .
Mr . W. M. Browne, in his evidence, stated that the increased
disbursements of the establishment were ‘ chiefly upon the expenses
of working at fires, the cost of running engines , and the rents and
taxes, &c. of the stations : the increased wages of the men, 2,000/ .
per annum ; of horsing engines , 2,667/.’ The late Mr. Drummond
stated in his evidence that the insurance companies paid the sum
of 1,100/. for extra labour alone at the great fire in Tooley Street .
The Report of the Select Committee of 1862, after having heard
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all the evidence relating to the inefficiency and inadequacy of the
London Fire Engine Establishment , contained the following para¬
graph : ‘ It has been admitted by every witness that the present
scale of their staff, engines, and stations is totally inadequate for
the general protection of London and its immediate vicinity from
the dangers of fire. This is admitted by the managers of the bri¬
gade, but as they consider it efficient for the protection of that
part of London where the largest amount of insured property is
located , they have no desire or intention to add to their expense
by placing additional stations in situations where, if a fire occurs,
it is not likely to cause such comparative injury to the offices as if
it occurred in the waterside warehouses, &c. near the City.’
Nothing practical , however, resulted from this in the way of
forming another mode of protecting London , or obtaining contri¬
butions from other sources in aid of the expenses of this private
establishment ; and a correspondence ensued between the Home
Office and the insurance offices forming the Fire Engine Es¬
tablishment respecting the construction of a bill by which the ex¬
tinguishing of fires in the metropolis should be handed over to the
Metropolitan Board of Works or the Government , and the associated
offices allowed to contribute a certain sum annually towards its
maintenance , the balance required for the proposed increased pro¬
tection being made up by a rate on the inhabitants , and a fixed
annual sum from the Government .
After this had continued some time , and been increased by the
addition of the correspondence with the Metropolitan Board of
Works as to the plan to be followed and the amounts to be con¬
tributed , a bill to obtain what was sought was introduced into the
House of Commons by Mr . Baring and Sir George Grey, at the
end of the month of May 1865. This bill, after a few questions had
been asked by some of the members , of whom it may be said none
were acquainted with the matter or knew but very little about it ,
passed the lower House , and went through the Lords in the month
of June the same year , no doubt not a little accelerated by the
report that if it did not pass, the insurance offices would withdraw
or give up their brigade , and London would then be totally unpro¬
tected .
A few moments ’ reflection , however, would have shown the
extreme improbability of such an occurrence as the giving up the
protection afforded to their own risks by the maintenance of their
fire extinguishing arrangements , which they had established for
this special purpose . What the amount of these risks is we learn
from the evidence of Mr. Newmarch , secretary to the Globe In¬
surance Office, given before the Select Committee in 1862, in which
we are told that the total value of the property insurable against fire
within six miles of Charing Cross is not less than 900,000,000 ?., of
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which amount about one third , or 300,000,000L, is insured , and
to insure which sum the insurance offices are annually receiving
premiums . It is highly probable , however, that this is a sum far
within the limits of the amount on which the insurance offices are
receiving premiums annually from the inhabitants of London and
its neighbourhood ; for the property valued by Mr. Newmarch lies
within 144 square miles of ground , whilst the metropolis , or at all
events the metropolitan police district and the city of London ,
occupy an area of 700 square miles.
By the passing of the Fire Brigade Bill, which empowered the
associated insurance offices to turn over their establishment to the
Metropolitan Board of Works, to be maintained by a contribution
of 10,000/ . per annum from the Government , a tax on the rate¬
payers of the metropolis , and a contribution from the insurance
offices, which at present will not exceed 10,200£. per annum in
., we have the fact that a private undertaking ,
place of 27,OOOZ
established by a private company formed of integral portions of
other companies for their own especial benefit , not being found so
paying a concern as expected , can be turned over to the ratepayers
of the metropolis for the maintenance of it ; and the insurance
companies, whose interest it is to keep it up , receive in return a
threefold amount of protection , at less than one third of their
former expenditure ! as may be seen on referring to their scheme
submitted to the Board of Works, but time will show whether this
will be the case. A fire insurance manager once remarked that
they were the same as traders in tea and sugar , that they looked
after their own interests , and that if it cost them 800i. to establish
a fire brigade station , and they only received 600L in return for it ,
there was no reason why they should be called upon to establish a
station .
Mr. W. M. Browne, the honorary secretary of the late London
Fire Engine Establishment , when under examination by the Select
Committee , stated that the brigade expenses ‘ reduced the profit of
the insurance companies,’ and that he questioned ‘ very much
whether the insurers would receive any benefit from the abolition ,’
as he thought ‘ it is possible that it might go into the pockets of
the insurance companies .’ He also remarked that stations were
established ‘ more particularly with a view to protect the portions
of the town in which property insured by the offices was of a most
hazardous nature , and the most likely for fires to produce heavy
losses in a short space of time .’
Further on he stated that when a fire breaks out in premises
and property insured in one of the ‘ contributing offices,’ men are
‘ left in charge of the premises after the fire to take care that the
fire does not break out again, and to protect all the salvage ; ’ but
when such a calamity occurs in the premises or property of a
i) n
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‘ noncontributing office,’ they do not leave men to take care that
the fire does not break out again , or to quell it if it does, nor to
take care of the salvage ; but ‘ we treat it precisely the same as if
it was uninsured property .’
At a meeting of the committee of the whole board of the
Metropolitan Board of Works , held on the 27th of June , 1865, it
was reported that a clause had been introduced into the bill at
the last moment in the House of Lords , for taking all the legal
liabilities of the fire brigade , and for pensioning off all the old
people who have been in the employment of the fire brigade in
past years. The insertion of such a clause, introduced in such a
manner , for throwing upon the ratepayers of the metropolis such
liabilities , and the burden of maintaining those persons who have
spent the best part of their lives in the service of the fire offices,
was strongly reprobated ; but on consulting the solicitor to the
Board, it was found that nothing further could be done.
The schemes proposed by the insurance companies to the Metro¬
politan Board of Works, for protecting London under the new
arrangements to come into force in 1866, are by po means calcu¬
lated to carry out the end for which the new bill was obtained ,
namely , an increased and equal protection from fire throughout
the whole metropolitan district .
A slight inspection of the several schemes will show that all the
‘ increased protection ’ is where the insurance risks are largest ,
instead of being , as was intended by the Government , so arranged
as to protect the suburban or outlying districts as well as the more
internal . It is proposed to benefit them by placing large manual
engines , ‘ which, for economy, are to be in charge of contract men
at a fixed rate ; ’ and in order to render them as highly efficient as
possible, and enable their benefits to be readily and quickly
dispensed to the neighbourhood , it is proposed not to provide
horses to draw them !
In other parts it is proposed to afford ‘ increased protection ’ by
means of ‘small manuals ,’ but no provision is made either for
horses to draw them or men to work them , either by contract or
otherwise ; nor is it said that any men will be in charge of them .
The utility and advantages of these engines, as well as the amount
of ‘ increased protection ’ afforded by them , maybe judged of when
it is remembered that they are described as being ‘ as light as
wheelbarrows , with hose and coupling screws, with a water way
not exceeding one inch and a half, delivering about twenty gallons
per minute , so that one man would be able to run with this engine
to a fire at the rate of six or seven miles an hour , and go to work
by himself .’ Now such an engine as this will be found but little
better than a garden engine , and not near equal to one quarter of
the power of the ordinary brigade manual ; and it is a question if
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they will be found to equal the little old parish engines that are
sometimes heard of, though seldom seen. It is true that in Paris
small manual engines, each in charge of three men, are used, and
with them fires are soon put out, and not allowed to become un¬
manageable ; but then in Paris the fire controlling arrangements
are in the hands of those who know their business thoroughly , both
theoretically and practically , are well instructed in all relating to
its duties , including the construction of buildings , and have to pass
an examination to show that they understand what they have to do.
In many of the large districts where fires are very likely to
happen , but where there are few insurances , no engines are placed ;
consequently these districts will have to pay as much as the favoured
ones, but with this important drawback, that they will not get what
they pay for ; added to which, the old rewards payable to the first
engine arriving at a fire will be abolished : consequently , the
inducement they afforded to each engine keeper to try to get first
is done away with, and it seems highly probable that it will be
found that things will in consequence lapse into that state of
indifference and inefficiency which aforetime rendered it necessary
to provide the rewards as a stimulus to increased exertions in
controlling fires.
In other places several steam fire engines are to be placed in
each station , so as to make up the complement to twenty seven ;
and a careful study of these schemes will soon prove, to anyone
acquainted with the metropolis , that the truth of the statement as
to the amount of ‘utter ignorance of past experiences, of present
actual and future probable requirements ’ manifested in them is
anything but an unjust or incorrect statement . It is to be hoped
that this ccrude and impracticable scheme ’ may be so arranged ,
modified, and changed by the Metropolitan Board of Works, as to
secure to the ratepayers of the metropolis that ‘ increased pro¬
tection of life and property from fire ’ they will have to pay for,
and which it was hinted was the object with which the bill was '
brought forward ; but , as shown by the proposed schemes, every
reason is apparent for believing to the contrary .
The £Insurance Becord ’ for March 17, 1865, remarks , in a very
able leader , that ‘the time has come when something must be done
in the way of a better system for protecting London from the ravages
of fire. It is quite time that some change of system should take
place. The greatest city of the world ought not and must not be
dependent on the fire offices for its protection . Looked at in all
points , the condition of things in respect to the safety of the
metropolis in regard to fire is unsatisfactory . Even if the fire
offices were content to sustain the burden which has increased
upon them by degrees, and the public were satisfied with an
arrangement by which they are under perpetual obligation , with
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the drawback that they may he left in the lurch at any moment ,
something is still required to he done. The London Fire Engine
Establishment is insufficient for the work required of it , and the
arrangements by which it is supplemented still leave much to be
desired . In looking at the figures which represent the resources
of London for extinguishing fires as they stand alone, the convic¬
tion must be forced on every mind that they represent a miserably
inadequate state of things . But when we come to compare these
figures with those relating to Paris and New York , the contrast is
absolutely startling . It is impossible not to feel either that the
other capitals must be enormously over protected , or that London
is shamefully and recklessly exposed to destruction . The latter is
unquestionably the case, and thus it is not simply a question
whether the insurance companies ought to be called on to perform
a national duty , but what steps ought to be taken over and above
what they are doing for the safety of the metropolis ? Government could hardly take it in hand without entailing enormous expenses
on the country ; and this would be the more distasteful , inas¬
much as London is not England in the sense in which Paris is
France : but the difficulties of a question are no plea for its being
shirked . If a Government establishment is impracticable , then let
us have an organised volunteer system under Government sanction
and with Government assistance . Under any circumstances , some¬
thing must he done ; and it should be done quickly . There has been
too much delay , too much trifling already . The citizens of 1666
saw the city in ashes before they took such feeble steps as they
even took for its preservation . Was that wise ? Was it so great an
example that the citizens of 18 65 do well to follow it ? Surely not ?’
The following estimate of the expense of placing a fire engine
station of three engines , four horses, and twelve firemen within
400 yards of Buckingham Palace , was prepared by the late Mr.
Braidwood :—One engineer at 28s. per week, and 3s. 6d. for extra duty - 31s. 6(7. . .
One sub engineer at 26s. per week, and 3s. 6a!. for extra duty—29s. 6d.
Six senior firemen at 24s. (yd. per week, and 3s. (yd. for extra duty—28s.
Four junior firemen at 21s. per week .
Foreman of the district
.

£
81
76
436
218
10

s.
18
14
16
8
0

d.
0
0
0
0
0

£ 823 16 0
Deduct seven married men, rent 2s. 6d. each per week
Deduct four single men, rent Is. each per week .

£ s. d.
. 45 10 0
. 10 8 0

Twelve men, surgeon and pension, 21. 6s. each per annum
Twelve men, clothing , at 51. 6s. each per annum .

. 27 12 0
63 12 0
*- — —

Total expense of firemen .

55 18 0
£ 767 18 0
91 4 0
£ 859 2

0
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£ s. d.
Brought forward
10 0
Repairs of three engines and hose, at 177. 10s. each per an. 52 0 0
. 130
.
.
.
.
.
Four horses and driver, say

£ s. d.
859 2 0

Total annual expense
Outfit —•
.
.
.
Three engines, at 1307. each .
.
Thirty nine lengths of hose, at 67. 3s. each
.
.
.
.
Tools, &c., at 107. each .

182 10 0

. £ 1,041 12 0
.
.
.

. 390 0 0
. 239 17 0
. 30 0 0

£ 659 17 0

To this would have to be added the cost of building the station ,
which, he states, from what others have cost, would amount to about
2,000 1.

Taking the present expenditure of the London Fire Engine Es¬
tablishment at 28,000L per annum , and dividing it by 19, the
number of stations belonging to it , the result is 1,473Z. per annum
as the present average cost of each station ; and it is found by
their own showing that these expenses increase each year , though
the number of stations do not .
At present the brigade is in a transition state , its control passing
into the hands of the Metropolitan Board of Works on the 1st
January 1866, and it remains to be seen whether it will receive
such a thorough development , and be established on such an efficient
basis as the importance of the undertaking requires . A thorough
revision of the system is urgently called for, and a more complete
and careful investigation of the different matters comprehended in
it will be required to give the public that confidence they will have
a right to expect, and to ensure the maximum of efficiency with
the minimum of expenditure .
It is to be hoped that the experience to be gained by the Metro¬
politan Board of Works in managing the Fire Brigade during the
ensuing twelve months , will result in the devising and carrying out
of the whole on such an efficient plan as to ensure the safety of
the public , economy in working, and thorough maintenance of the
plant , with the most complete system of fire extinguishing , which
is so desirable in such a serious matter .
In organising the new brigade , there are two most important
points , both and each of which will require great and serious atten¬
tion ; viz. the safety of the public and the firemen , and the econo¬
mical and efficient working of the fire extinguishing arrangements .
To secure these a total change of system is required , for however
well the former very limited means employed for this pur¬
pose may have answered , on the plan followed by the insurance
companies whilst the control and expenditure remained in their
own hands, it is very evident that such will not answer now that
the brigade and plant are to be so largely increased , or satisfy
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the public when they have to be taxed to find the means to keep
it going.
In order to obtain these two points in the fullest and most satis¬
factory manner , it will be most desirable to divide the working
of the brigade into two portions , one which will have the control
and superintendence of the fire extinguishing arrangements gene¬
rally , and the other that of keeping in order, and being responsible
for, the proper and efficient condition of the steam fire engines and
working plant , but in no way responsible for or required to per¬
form the duties of fire extinguishing .
To obtain these ends, there should be a fire superintendent for
working and superintending the extinguishing of fires, whose duties
would be equivalent to those of a traffic manager on a railway , and
an engineer to superintend the construction and maintenance of the
engines , whose duties would be analogous to those of a locomotive
superintendent on a railway, and both should be placed on an equal
footing and be equally responsible to the board, of which there
should be a proper Fire Committee formed, to whom the manage¬
ment of the fire department would be entrusted . By this plan a
guarantee would be afforded that the steamers and plant would be
kept in safe and efficient working order, whereby the safety of the
public and the firemen must be greatly increased ; and the person
in charge of each department might then be enabled to give his
whole attention to that for which he might be supposed to be best
qualified, and the dangers liable to arise from inefficiency in per¬
forming both duties when devolving on one person would be thereby
removed ; for however efficient an individual may be in one branch ,
it may be taken as almost impossible to find the required knowledge
for fulfilling the duties of both positions combined in one person ,
and even were such the case, it is evident that one could not dis¬
charge the duties in the way they ought to be and their importance
requires .
The great increase proposed to be made in the number of steam
fire engines to be employed , will render this a most necessary and
desirable proceeding ; for with increase of engines comes increase
of risk and danger of accident , and from their extreme liability
to damage or accident unless kept in the highest order and most
carefully and properly handled , it becomes of the highest import¬
ance to devise such means of preventing or diminishing the chances
of their occurrence as may reduce these chances to the minimum ,
especially as the risk of accident increases daily with the age of, or
amount of work done by, each engine, and a moment ’s neglect
whilst at work will at once reduce a new engine to as dangerous a
condition as an old worn out one.
In America there is in most brigades a fire marshal , whose duties
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are to arrange and superintend the proceedings for extinguishing
fires ; and a chief engineer , who superintends the construction ,
maintenance , and repairs of the steamers , and sees that the work¬
ing of them is entrusted to men properly qualified for the work,
and who fully understand their duties .
The employment of the electric telegraph between the fire engine
stations in London , so as to secure the quickest information respect¬
ing the breaking out of a fire being circulated throughout them ,
and also to enable further assistance from other stations , if required
at a fire, to be easily obtained , was suggested by Mr. Alexander
Bain , the well known electrician , about 1840.
In the year 1847, a Mr. H. Irvin wrote to the ‘ Mechanic ’s
Magazine ,’ proposing that the electric telegraph should be used
between the stations of the London Fire Engine Establishment to
give immediate notice of fire, and this plan has lately ( 1864) been
partially carried out .
The employment of wire ropes to keep back the crowd which
always assemble at a fire, so as to give room for the firemen to
work, was introduced about 1857 by Lieut . Col. Stephen English ,
who was then superintendent of the Norwich Fire Brigade , and
now holds the above rank in the United States Army. His first
plan was to use ordinary hemp ropes, but finding that the crowd
did not hesitate to cut them , he adopted wire rope, which effectually
stopped this operation . These hemp or wire ropes are found very
useful in the London fires, and are always used in the city, being
adopted by the city police.

CHAPTER XVIII .
METROPOLITAN FIRE BRIGADE ACT.

ANNO

VICESIMO

OCTAVO & VICESI .MO NONO VICTORIA ]
REGINAS .
CAP . XC.

An Act for the Establishment of a Fire Brigade within the
[5th July 1865.]
Metropolis .
Whereas

it

is expedient

to

make

further

provision

for the

protection of life and property from fire within the metropolis : be
it enacted by the Queen’s most Excellent Majesty , by and with the

