




2 

Message from Mr. Charles Latbam 
The London County Couocil has 

always been proud of its Pire Brigade, but it 
has never felt more pride than in these la~ 
months when regulars and volunteers, merged 
together in one citizen army, have grappled 
with the greate~ emergency in the hi~ory of 
fire fighting. 

. The needs of war have now d~manded 
that the Loodon Pire Service should become 
part of a larger organisation and sorne of its 
lioks with the Council have been temporarily 
severed. This change will, however, in no way 
lessen the intere~ and alfeétion which London 
feels for its fire fighters, and, on behalf of the 
Council, I should like to express to all of them 
our gratitude for their great services, fegulars 
and auxiliaries, meo and women, alike. 

CHARLES LATHAM, 
Leader, London County· Ccuncil. 

The County Hall, 
London, S.E.1. 

A11g11st, 1941. 
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FIRE OVER LONDON 

SEPTEMBER 
On Saturday, 7th Septernber, 1940, Air-Marshal Goering clireé.ted the Beets of his 

Luftwaffe to destroy Loodoo. 
Por oearly a rnooth thc Battle of Britain had been fought in the skies. During this period 

Gerrnao planes had bornbed ceaselessly thc acrodromes of our fighter squadrons; but with all 
his gigaotic air-fuength Goering had failed to fulfil his objeél:_:-the defüuctioo of the fighter 
forces of the R.A.P. Then, on 7th Septernber, England learoed that he had chaoged his 
ftratagern. The air armadas appeared over Loodoo. ..¡ 

. A quarter of a ceotury before, oo 8th Septernber, 1915, Zeppelins had made their firft l 
big raid oo Loodon. A year before, oo 3rd Septernber, 1939, the capital had braced itself to meet 
the ooslaught that never carne when the sirens firft wailed so dramatically at the end of Mr_. 
Chamberlain's announcernent of war with Germany. And thcn, twelve rnonths later, oo 
7th September, 1940, the gentlernen of blood aod iroo carne fiying 'in their Domiers and Heiokels 
to shower their bombs of fire a~d high explosive over the Eaft Eod of Loodoo. 

B.,4PTISM BY FIRE 
When those fire-bombs were dropped, 25,000 firemen of the Auxiliary Pire Service followed 

the Londoo Pire Brigade into their firft major action-the rno§t intense series of confiagratioos 
that London had seen since yet another Septernber far back in 1666, when the Great Pire ravaged 
a Loodon built of wood. Sorne of these auxiliaries had fought fires before : but for the great 
majority it was their firft fire-fighting job. With little or no praél:ical experience these meo were 
suddenly plunged into a savage inferno of bombardment aod fire far beyood the experience of 
even the tried firemeo of the regular Brigade. 

The attack took place in the middle of the aftemoon. It was a day of sunshine and blue skies. 
The afternoon was wa.rm and drowsy. Outwardly the London atmosphere refleél:ed that summer 
peace-although in maoy miods there were misgivings. In the previous week enemy raids had 
approached close to the capital. But up to that hour there had been no intimation of a big-scale 
attack on Loodon itself. Now the attack carne, and soon the docks and the working-class homes 
of the Eaft End were ablaze. Thousands of feet up Spitfires and Hurricanes fought a valiant 
battle again§t vastly superior oumbers. On the ground the alarm bells sounded and the Pire 
Service manned its machines to race Ea§t for· their baptism by fire. That oight the Luftw:affe 
ftruck again, mercilessly bombing fires that had been ftarted in the afternoon. Th.rough this 
intense bombardment, on their fuft day of aél:ion, the London .Pire Service proved itself once 
and for ali. They ftuck right clown to their job. They clid not take cover. They worked savagely· 
and ceaselessly and beat the spreading fiames. The Nazis have named their vaunted terror-film 
"Baptism of Fire." That day saw, indeed, the lite.ral baptism by fire of many thousand roen. But 
the Nazi forgets that baptism does not de§troy; it purifies and §trengthens. Overoight, those untried 
men of an untried organisatioo knew they could hold their own, ju§t as tbe he~oes of the R.A.P. 
were doing high above in the blue summer skies. 

The following day, as the men returned to their §tations to soatcb a few hours' sleep, ao 
interna! o{ncial cornrnuniqué from Pire Service Headquarters read : "The way in which the 
situatioo was dealt with gave rise to real confidence in the orgaoisation and rnobili~ing 
arrangements-and in the morale and efficieocy of the auxiliaries." 

l 
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FRAMEWORK FOR A FIRE FORCE 

THE STUFF OF FIREMEN 

At this point it would be well to consider w!J.at kind of men comprised the new auxiliary 
fire-fightirig force. They were, of course, civiliahs. They had volunteered from every trade and 
profession, from eyery walk of life. O.ffice-workers, labow:ers, lawyers, engineers, artists had 
Bocked to the fire-stations both on the inauguration of the Auxiliary Fire Service in peace-time, 
and later in ever-increasing numbers when war did eventually break out. So there is one matter of 
which we may be quite ce.rtain : that a large proportion of these recruits were unused to heavy 
work, that nearly all up to that time had lived normal routine lives, immune from spefucular 
danger. 

Fire:fighting in peacetime is heavy, strenuous WO{k requiring strong reserves of stamina 
and courage. But fire-fighting in wartime, with flames beckoning the Germán pilots to drop their 
loads of bombs, demands even greater courage and endurance. So these new men had to be 
trained, and trained hard, to their job. They became tougher, they leamt how to handle their 
hoses and ladders, they absorbed the intricacies of fire-fighting equipment arid organisation. One 
thing remained-and one thing only. They needed a fire. Sorne of them were lucky enough to 
attend normal peacetime fires. Others had to wait far the tremendous introduaion of the blitz. 
In this respeB:, the emb.ryonic fireman is at a disadvantage as compared with a soldier or an 
airman. Y ou can train a soldier or an airman far nearer the point of battle than a fireman. Y ou 
can build a bayonet dummy-but you can't build a dummy Bame. Y ou can give yow: pilot a 
mock battle-but you can't inure your fireman to the feel of a burning warehouse. 



~ 

Facing the un/oreseen · 
Thus the auxiliary fueman had to face the 

utterly new experience of a real fue. Out of bis 
common sense and from the inspiration of the 
moment, he had to gauge the meaning of ~range 
new smells, unexpetl:ed sounds, the vagaries of 
the wind, the fuength of burning walls and 
fioors. No two fues are alike. The unforeseen 
may occur at any moment. During the 6r~ 
nights of the London blitz, for in~ance, a group 
of fuemen were suddenly conscious of a ~rong 
smell of pear-drops. Jo the front line, the sickly­
sweet smell of pear-drops meaos only one thing. 
It meaos GAS. It is a sure indication of one of 
the commoner war-gases. On this occasion, 
the fuemen concerned immediately took anti-gas 
precautions, spread the gas alert. But, much 
later, they found that the building they were 
trying to save housed a large consignment of 
amyl-acetate. This had vaporised with the heat, 
and the vapour exuded naturally, but quite 
innocently, the signüicant odour of pear-drops. 

Again, the bursting of overheated bottles 
in a burning spirit warehouse can sound like 
automatic gwilire : the dislodgement of weakly­
mortared fa~de decorations can give the 
impression that a perfetl:ly sound wall is about to 
fall : a fioor soaked in oil can appear safe-but 
in a secood the whole room may bur~ into 
fiame as the quiet oil heats up to its fiash-point. 
There is no eod to the variety of incident that 
arises to confound the 6reman who has not had 
experience of atl:ual fues. 

· Such, theo, were the problems that faced 
those new auxiliary firemen. Their part was to 
go to it and find out for themselves. The fine~ 
in~ructor in the world could oot have helped 
them. And, added to these intimate problems 
peculiar to fue-fighting was also the psychological 
impact of the melodran:iatic fue spetl:acle, 
often quite terrifying to the untutored rnind. 
A rvde initiation, too, into the pleasures of 
bombardment-an initiation haunted by the 
consciousness that, .working in the glare of fires 
without cover or proteaion, they formed in 
contra~ to the surrounding darkness a clearly 
illurninated target for the bombers overhead. 

LINE OF BATTLE 
On that memorable Saturday in September, 

the battle between the Luffwaffe aod the Londoo 
Pire Service was on. What, then, was the 
equipment at the disposal of our 6re-6ghting 
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forces? What was the extent of the resources upon which London could rely? 
First, the fire engines of the regular Brigade. These comprised heavy pumps capable of 

throwing out 900 gallons of water a minute, mobile fire-escape ladders, huge steel turntable 
water-towers that reach up one hundred feet into the air. These latter carry swivelling hose-nozzles 
operated by one man from a platform at the very sumrnit of the fully-extended ladder. Added to 
these appliances were petrol-lorries, canteen vans, general purpose lorries, and specially equipped 
hose-lorries that can lay out long-distance hose at a speed of twenty miles per hour for .relaying 
~mergency water from the river or lakes and canals far from the fire seél:or. 

Secondly, there was the gigantic fleet of new fire-fighting appliances issued by the Home 
Office to augment the normal force to a strength commensurate with wartime requircments. 
Thousands of easily manreuvrable trailer pumps took the road. These light appliances, ~asily 
manhandled by two or three firemen, . pump as many as 350 to 500 gallons of water a minute : 
they are towed into action by light vans and converted cars which also carry the hose and other 
fire-fighting equipment. In addition to these trailer pumps, hundreds of new heavy pumps were 
issued, each capable of supplying 800 gallons of water a minute. Many additional hose lorries, 
canteen vans and new ancillary vehicles of all kinds followed, among them special "dam" lorries 
carrying mobile "dams" (canvas water tanks) 
for speedy erection at danger points. 

The number of these fire engines 
stationed in central London runs into four 
figures, but should reinforcements be 
required the Brigade control can call upon 
thousands m~ e at a moment's notice. 
Throughout the long year before the London 
attack, ceaseless experiments and exercises 
brought this mobility system to a .high level 
of efficiency ; so that now huge numbers 
of fire engines can be raced to London to 
meet an emergency. During a bad raid, 
Brigade control rooms chait the positions 
of each large fire an<l*the stream of appliances. 
Observation posts 1inanned in towers and 
on high buildings at ~rategic point: through- . 
out the capital immediately communicate 
a fall of further incendiaries, fresh outbreaks 
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of fire ; local superintendent átations supplcment 
this advice. If telcphone communications are broken 
the special Pire Brigadc Pield telephone servicc 
is put on thc job. From minute to minute the control 
rooms have a comprehensive picture of the complete 
fue situation, so that the Brigade mobilising officers 
can rcinforce or deplcte the cmplacement of their 
squadrons as the situation demands. · 

The Hamessjng of All \'<later 

Water is the main weapon of the 6rc-fighter. 
In London there are over 30,000 átreet hydrants 
through which water may be drawn from th,: dark HEAVY UNIT-AFTER 
labyrinth of subterranean mains. But thcrc are 
times, in an arca of concentrated fire, when cven these 
powcrful mains cannot adequately supply thc number of fire engines demanding their life blood 
of water ; thcrc are times when a main is shattcred and disorganised by explosive bombs, resulting 
perhaps in the drying up of a wide difuict. Then the cry g9es up for water-any water from 
anywhere at any cost. Poreca~s of such a situation gave birth to the organisation of an emergency 
water supply. So now, throughout the Londoo arca, every sizable source of water is tapped, 
every possible meaos evolved whereby it can be relayed to the affiictcd quartcr. 

From children's paddling ponds to the big park lakes, all concentrations of water are 
assessed and charted. Swimming baths, water átorage tanks-some small, others containing millions 
of gallons-havc beco adapted for use by the Pire Service. Even bomb craters have beco pressed 
into service. Batteries of átecl tanks havc beco crcctcd at various points ; and individual tanks 
~nd at hundreds of átreet corners. And, most important reserves of all, there are the River 
Thames, the canals and thc docks. Special áteel mains draw un6~tered water from these sources, 
an incrcasing Beet of fire-Boats and fue-bargcs sail thcir waters, battcrics of pumps placed on 
pontoon ba1ges draw ceaselcss gallons from what are virtually incxhaufuble reservoirs. Hosc-laying 
lorries provide water-lines from emergeocy supply source to 6re, often over great distances. 
Series of pumps positioned aloog rclay lincs keep thc water coursing through at high pre~sure. 
Mobile caovas "daros" or taoks can be ercctcd in a fcw minutes at the fire itself to reccivc this 
water from miles away. 

These, then, are the forces of the Pire Service on a war footing. The brave scarlet of the 
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Brigade fire engines has dulled to khaki, thc shining brass is camouflaged with paint. Hundreds 
of new auxiliary fultions housc the sleek battlcship grey of thousands of ncw auxiliary engines. 
Steel helmets replace the romantically combed firc helmets that graced the heads of peacetime 
firemen. Gas masks and ~range suits of gasproof clothing are carried everywhere. For this is a 
force of meo equipped to fight a battle at any time, anywhere, under any conditions. 

' 
THE FIGHT IS ON 

From 7th September onwards, the Luftwaffc raided London 'aay and night. R.A.F. fighter 
interception prevented -many of thc daylight raiders reaching Central London. But at night the 
bombers swarmed through under cover of darkncss. A gigantic barragc of anti-aircraft gunfire 
curtained the skies and hampered the Luftwaffe's movement. Yet they carne on-and each night 
they dropped their burden of fire-raising bombs. At firál: the attack was confined to the docks 
and working-class difuicts of the Ea~ End. Then, as the nights passed, the attack gradually 
moved west, over the centre of London's Weát End and farther-until the whole town and its 

outlying suburbs carne within the 
target arca. The Luftwaffe was 
bent on battering down the moralc 
of ali London. 

At times it seemed, too, 
that the Luftwaffe attempted to 
encompass London with fire. Al­
though no night passcd without 
the glow of flames, there werc 
sorne occasions when the wholc 
of inner London was deliberatdy 
ringed with incendiarles. Therc 
sccmcd to be a plan to bum 
London out. Possibly it was an 
attempt to disperse our fue­
fighting forces. But, whatever the 
objeét, it was not achieved. Usually 
ali fues were under control by 
dawn or before. The amount of 
fire bombs varied from night to 
night and the number of fues 
oscillated erratically. Many "fires" 
were merely small outbreaks con­
fined to the room or roof in which 
they fulrted, but several times great 
cooflagrations, or spreading groups 
of large fires, illuminated the night 
skies. In every case these were 
checked. "(_ 

The tempo of bombing did 
not decrease until 5th October. 
From then onwards raids con­
tinued nightly, but with less 
'ferocity, until 8th D~cember, after 
which the attack on London was 
withdrawn and the fire services 
had their first real respite after 
three months of effort. 
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But let us return to September. During that firft hair-raising, fue-raising, temper-raising 
month London's fire-fighters fought a phenomenal battle. Raids lafted from dusk to dawn, an 
eight-hour stretch in September which gradually extended to twelve hours as the winter nights 
lengthened. But fire fighting seldom ftopped with the dawn and it was, quite usual for the meo 
to work from ten to fifteen hours at a ftretch. A fireman who is really "in amongft it" gets 
drenched through to his shirt in the firft five minutes ; so tbat those long bours of hard work were 
spent in clothes beavy with water. The nigbts grew colder and the hardships of exposure 
consequently more wearying. And throughout, fires were fought in the open when bombs were 
falling. Fired diftrias were an especial target for the bombers. They provided the only certain 
light on the dark map of a blacked-out city. Night after night heavy explosives screamed clown on 
the unfaltering fire-fighters. Firemen were exposed to direa hits from these bombs. Another 
indireB: peril was the crumbling of a wall already weakened by fire . Added to these dangers was the 
con~t risk of being hit by A.A. shell-splinters that peppered the füeets with their peculiar 
glassy tinkle. 

These Are the Bombs They U se 

The Luftwaffe employs two main types of fue-bomb-the oil-bomb and the thermite 
incendiary. The oil-bomb is about the size and shape of an ordinary cylindrical dustbin. Its thin 
metal casing is packed with oil and other inflammable material. The bomb bursts and ignites on 
impact, fiinging out fiaming oil and splinters for many yards around. Much smaller is the thermite 
incendiary. About eighteen inches long 
and only a kilo or more in weight, these 
light bombs can be carried in their . ... THROUGH CRATER-TORN STREETS 

thousands on one airplane. With the 
force of theit fall they can penetrate a 
normal tiled roof and burn furiously, their 
magnesium alloy container fusing on 
impaB:. Sometimes they are showered 
separately; sometimes they are dropped 
in batches beld together by a containing 
frame which explodes near to the ground, 
thereby dispersing the incendiary units 
over a small area ; sometimes they are 
supplemented with a small explosive -~ 
charge to discourage quick attention 
from fire-fighters. Throughou't....__ the 
Luftwaffe attacks civilians, pollee and 
air-raid wa,rdens have dealt splendidly 
with these small bombs whenever thef 
have fallen in sigbt. 

Tbese were the bombs that scarred 
London during the firft intense month 
of raids. After 5th OB:ober the pace 
slackened. But the attack was by no 
means over and sporadically tbere occurred 
heavy nights in certain localities. It was 
after a heavy raid on the nigbt of 
8th December that a period of peace at . 
laft began. Tbe following night no fires 
were reported in the London area ; and 
from then until after Chri~as the Fire 
Service was given its reft. 
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For th.ree months London had been fired from the skies. In that time the Fire Service­
the old hands of the regular Brigade, the raw auxiliaries and the war organisation that planned 
their movements-had proved itself equal to the tas~. It is needless to repeat tales of individual 
heroism ; the whole §tory of those mooths is a tale of courage and endurance. Every man, hoy 
and woman in the service played his or her part. The men fought their fires unflinchingly. Young 
despatch riders rode their motor-cycles th.rough the dark, crater-tom §treets, providing an 
invaluable liaison service between· officers at fires and their control centres. W ornen drivers and 
canteen workers smiled their way th.rough the wor§t areas. Women control-room telephoni§ts 
stuck to their po§ts after their §tations had been largely demolished by direB: hits or set on fire by 
incendiary bombs. 

Too often we think of fires in terms of a rescue from the top §torey of a tall house. But 
that is only one facet of fue-fighting. Firemen are faced wjth many different odds-equally 
formidable. lt is when gasworks blaze, when p~trol §tations are afiame, that the fireman must 
fight sorne of bis fierce§t battles. When great timber-yards bum on a tremendous scale with the 
intense appetite of dry wood-the same appetite you may notice in miniature when you light 
the chopped §1:icks in your fire-grate at home ; when there is fire at a chemical works and the 
bli§tered chemicals throw off gases that may be poisonous ; when a giant gas container is in danger 
of explosion ; wheo the murderous fiashback of vapour ata petrol §tation fue may engulf the fireman 
and bis hose in one treacherous second; these are sorne of the great risks in the hard game of 
fire-fighting- and they become even greater uoder bombardmeot. 

THE GREAT FIRE OF THE CITY OF LONDON, 1940 

Toe lull continued over Chrifuñn. Toen, oo 27th December, the sirens soundcd again 
and once more fue bombs began to drop over the an,. It was a fairly bad night. Londoners 
thought that they were in for it again. But the following night nothing happened. The sirens 
were silent. The man in the §treet breathed his sigh of relief and speculated on the chances of a 
resumption of the lull. But twenty-four hours later these speculations were rudely put to an end . 
. Oo Sunday. 29th December, the Luftwaffe fired the age-old City of London in the most savage 
attack of the aerial war. The German communiqué said that 100,000 fire bombs were dropped : 

'',,b 
for once this may be the truth. Here, then, is the §tory of the Great Fire of the City of London, 1940. ~ 

The air-raid warning was received at approximately 6 p.m. in the control room at Fire 
Service Headquarters. Soon after, the City of London report centre telephooed advice of two 
large falls of incendiary bombs at a certain point in the E.C. di§triB: and to thc north and south ~1 

of the Guildhall. In a very few seconds further reports of incendiary showers were received from 
other parts of London, notable from the X- -• Difuiqt, a sector of the City, and from Y- ­
Difuict, south of the River, and opposite the City. Soon lbcal §tations in these arcas were inundated 
with fue calls and emptied of their fir§t-line engines. About ao hour later a serious fue situation had 
developed in the neighbourhood of St. Paul's Cathedral. Towards 8 p.m. two further coofiagrations 
were reported spreading, one in the Y--• arca and the other in the square quarter mile of narrow . 
City fueets comprising X-- District. 

" In the City Danger Zone 

Pire was spreading easily in the City danger zone-where the buildings were old and 
particularly open to fue risk, where narrow alleys and crooked §treets ran between warehouses 
crowded with inflammable §tocks, where space was so valuable that courtyards were roofed over 
with glass to house moré'"and ever more sacks and crates packed with easily-fired goods. An 
adequate organisation of roof spotters would have saved many buildings and much §tock from 

• Censored 
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the peril of sparkstorms. As it was, there were few roof spotters and the fue spread. In addition 
to this, the owners of many buildings had padlocked and bolted their doors, thus seriously 
hampering the firemen. 

There is normally no shortagc of water for the fire services in London, but on this occasion 
immcdiate calls were sent for the supply of emcrgency water. A time-lag necessarily occurs 
before this water can come through. Pumps must be positioncd on the Thames, dockside,. 
canals, lines of hose laid to the fire area, caovas dams ereB:ed. These matters are put in hand at 
high speed ; but the water cannot come through in a minute. As soon as possible those tough 
river boats with their hcavy pumps were .in position, hose had been fl.ung across the mudflats, 
powerful hose-laying lorries were setting out their twin lines in the direfüon of the City dangcr 
zone a mile away', At the same time, mobilc land pumps wcre seeking strategic positions by the 
riverside where there might be water within reach of their sufüon pipes. These pumps cventually 
operated at bridges and dock basins situated sorne distance from the fües. 

Before nine o'clock a message from the Guildhall reported that the spire of a neighbouring 
church was in imminent danger of collapse and might spread fire to the historie hall itself. 
Reinforcements were required here-and io a hundred other places too. By that time over three 
hundred fire engines had been sent to the City. More had been diverted to 6ght fires in other 
parts of London. 

Fires in Their Hundreds 

The firc situation in that square half-mile of the City called the "danger zone" was assuming 
alarming proportions. Even in peacetime its narrow, congeSted streets fl.anked by warehouses 
filled with inflammable goods made the possibility of a confl.agration in this arca an ever-present 
anxiety for London's fire chiefs. Fires were §tarted in hundreds of buildings and orangc fueglow 
blazed with the bright force of sunlight. A glare rose high into the sky that could be seen from 
great distances beyond London. Dark City alleyways and passages, curtained for a century by 
tall walls, exchanged their twilight gloom for a flood of ycllow light in one theatrical moment. 
Firemen walked the fueets tbrough blinding spark showers that drove clown from thc roofs with 
the iotensity and regularity of a snow-blizzard. Waves of flame rolled across whole streets, black 
clouds of smoke smothered the air. Firemen fought on. It seemed that they fought a lost battle. 
And high ·explosives were falling, killing and injuring meo. 

Three important City fire §tations were burning and had to be evacuatcd. The controls 
retreated out of the immediate danger arca and set up again on the m.1tskirts of the' fire. Then, 
towards ten o'clock the roof of the historie Guildhall caught alight. A control staff in the vaults 
stuck to their posts until the fire had all but reached their door, but eventually these, too, had to 
be evacuated. Before midnight the all-clear siren sounded.' lt was a relief to those working that 
the bombing was at an end ; but civilians further overloaded lines of commuoication with what 
they thought to be new information as to unreported fues . 

By this time various uoits of the emergency water service were in opÚation and the supply 
of water was being strongly augmented as the minutes passed. Large canvas dains had beco 
ereB:ed aod firemen cheered as they saw the water pour in. Pumping operations gathered force. 
Firemen gathered new hope. Reinforcements of fire engines had arrived. So that now there 
was water ánd there were pumps and fuemen to work them. Almost eoough of each : 
enough anyhow to start effeB:ively the stemming of that ferocious flood of fire. And more 
engines were racing on their way, more emergency water units were coming into operation 
every moment. 

From then on cvery man was at work. Gutters ran with black water that fueamed off 
the charred buildings. Dispatch riders scrambled their motor-cycles over the maze of snaking 
hose-lengths that littered every street. Petrol lorries arrived ; and here it may be noted that sorne 
of these heavy ve.hieles loaded with in.Bammable petrol were driven by girls of the Women's 
Auxiliary Fire Service, driven through dangerous blizzards of spark and fl.ying ernber. 
Women also brought canteen vans into that inferno, working tirelessly on through the night 
to feed the thousands of firemen on the job. The work of feeding those crowds of meo was a 

1 



problem. What could be done was done. Yet many firemen there had to work the night through 
and on into the middle of the following day without refreshment or rest. A fifteen-hour stretch 
of this hard, wet work without so much as a cup of tea is no small order : but thc men knew 
wliat they had to do and they stuck 'it. 

Stories Inside the Story 

Perhaps thc quality of the fire-scene that night may best be illustrated by the mention of 
a few individual incidents charaél:eristic of what was going on throughout the City. W-­
Street, for instance, was ablaze from beginning to end. Debris blocked both outlets. Trapped 
in this basin of fire were half a dozen or more engines together with the personnel manning 
them. For a long time these meo sought for a meaos to defeat the spreading blaze. Both ends 
of the street were sealed. There seemed nothing for it but to abandon the engines. This decision 
was at last takeo and the men looked for a way out. By the grace of God they found one-some 
stairs leading to the entrance of an undergrouod tuooel. Via this tuooel they made a perilous 
escape, leaving behind them a grave of fire and collapsing walls. 

Firemen tell the story of a fantastic iocident in another part of the City. Once agaio fire 
stretched the whole leogth of a street. Fire engines were still positioned at the kerb, still able to 
pump up water on to the blaze. But it got too hot for one of the small trailer pumps. The pump 
caught alight, the meo had to retire. But they found they were still gripping hose fed from the 
buroing pump. Curiously enough the pump was still forcing out water-the fue had not yet upset 
the engine. So they tumed the jet on to the pump--aod there was realised the anomaly of a fire 
engine on fire providing water to save itself 1 

.. A GRAVE OF FIRE ANO COLLAPSING WALLS 
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A great hospital was snatched from the fiames after a long battle and a fortunate choice 
of taétics by the officer in charge. It was like this. A comer of the block of buildings that 
comprised the hospital faced converging §treets along which the fire crept rapidly from house 
to house. It was apparent that, unless this advance was somehow checked, that particular corner 
of the hospital would-eventually fall viétim to the fiames . Set in the basement of the hospital was 
a swimming bath. This contained 40,000 gallons of water. Nota big supply, but enough for an 
attempt to hold the fue off the comer of the building. With this end in view, one of the smallest 
pumps was manhandled down into the basement and its suétions lowered into the bath. This 
pump was to relay water to a dam out in the open. From there another pump could feed on the 
water sent up and direa its jets on the approaching fire: This it did. The men §tood on the comer 
and played water on the advancing eoemy as a machine-gun post might make a la§t stand against 
a ceaseless flood of attacking infantry. Those men mowed the enemy clown. The fire was prevented 
from crossing the street. Forty thousand gallons and a laughably little pump saved the huge 
hospital. 

Down in the dark waters of the dock basins there was trouble too. A fire boat had nosed 
its way into one dock ata time when water was urgently required. This boat was to lift an invaluable 

, ration of water to feed relaying lines leading to the fue sector. But beneath the surface of the 
dock water lay disaster-1l hidden wreck. As luck would have it, the course of the boat was 
direél:ed across the wreck's position. There was a collision. And for a time, at a period when 
minutes were precious as life and inexorable as death, that fire boat was out of aétion. 

The Saving of St. Paul's 

Many incendiaries fell across the dome and amid the towers and buttresses of St. Paul's 
Cathedral. Frantically, the Cathedral staff clambered over the treacherous slope~ of the high 
roofs in their eff:orts to deal with the shower of bombs. Three outbreaks of fire occurred. 
Creeping ac.r.oss dizzy sl:one escarpments, reaching out among buttresses that fell sheer to the 
street many feet below, they yet managed to beat the bombs and quench the burning timbers. 
But another danger threatened· tbe ·great Cathedral. Many buildings surrounding her were ablaze 
from top to bottom. Flames reached out across the §treet, licking close to the venerable stone. 
Firemen on the ground and on ladders worked furiously. Hour after hour they slaved to hurl 
back that advancing wall of fire. But hurl it back they did, and after a battle lasting hours they 
cheered to know that St. Paul's was saved. 

The fire at the Guildhall was intense and terrible. But to the detached observer the scene 
must have seemed picturesque despite his horror at such destruction. Flames trembled up and 
down the skeleton of the great tower that now flickered like a huge pyrotechnic display piece. 
The silhouette of giant roof-rafters §tood out black and sombre against the red fire that was 
breaking them. On shallow flats that buttressed the main building the fly-size shapes of firemen 
could be seen desperately fighting a sea of fire. They were right up against eddyiog waves of flame 
a hundred feet high. It looked as though they were already in it. Certainly they worked in great 
danger of a general collapse. But they were not wholly defeated and, though the building suffered 
barro, it is not irreparable and the flagstaff rull §tood to fly the Union Jack when they hoisted 
it in the fresh light of dawn. 

Such are the tales that go to make the saga of that night. Every fueet had its story of 
heroism and ·smiling endurance. Gradually the battle was won. Soon after midnight the situation 
at Y- - was reported eased; ªt one o'clock the X-- District was in hand. 

By 7.30 a.m. that morning all fires were under control. 
But throughout the next day and night the work went on. Fresh outbreaks had to be 

checked, smouldering debris and piles of hot white ash doused of their- last vestige of fire. 
By midda}' many of the crews that had §triven in the night were relieved by meo returning from 
leave. Anél so to the drugged sleep of exhau§tion after a battle that had la§ted since seven o'dock 
on the previous evening. 

That morning a strange city greeted workers who sought their offices. Great blocks of 





building had been gutted to the ground. The charred shells of burnt-out shops and offices lined 
whole fueets. Beautiful architecture had disappeared overnight or now faced the daylight 
black and broken-pathetic evidence of the new German culture. Hi§toric churches designed 
centuries before by the ma~er band of Christopher Wren lay shattered, their very altars choked 
with the black mud of sodden ember and ash. And yet with all this melancholy toll of de§truB:ion 
the heart of the City, together with its great Cathedral, had been saved. 

On that night of 29th December, fourteen firemen were killed and over two hundred and 
fifty were injured. This in addition to casualties among the civilian and military help that was so 
readily volunteered. To these roen and to the thousands of their comrades who fought with 
them went the gratitude of the people of London. 

INTO THE NEW YEAR 
Thus, on a note of high climMC, 1940 carne to a close. London bad wittiessed scenes 

unparalleled since the days of Pepys. lts roen and women, civilians and firemen had passed 
through an ordeal by fire less defuuctive but more terrible than the disa§ter of 1666. Other 
towns h~d experienced a similar ordeal- but of necessity this_ report must deal with London alone. 
And so, as the New Year ~rted on its course with belfries silent and crowds preoccupied, we 
can view the people of London and its Pire Service adapting their experience to face the future 
with one common resolution. Viaory. Viél:ory over anything and anyone that might fall upon theit 
city from the skies. 

Now, in retrospeél:, the fire situation in the months that were to follow can be traced. The 

LEND TO THE LIMIT, ! 



most notable feature was an appreciable change in the German taéücs. The Luftwaffe did not 
return to bomb London solidly over a period such as the previous September-Oé'l:ober. The 
incidence of heavy raids was markedly sporadic. Many nights were passed without the sounding 
of the sirens : but on certain dates strong formations of bombers attacked suddenly and heavily. 
These attacks w.ore sometimes attributed to the foil moon : sometimes they were thought to be 
reprisal raids for R.A.F. visits to Berlin. But, whatever the reason, the tempo was changed. 
London was to a great extent left alone while the fuength of the Luftwaffe attended to our 
provincial centres. Y et, now and then, they did return to us : thus, tracing the fire history of the 
fust six months of 1941, we find that the London Pire Service dealt with five large-scale attacks 
between periods of inaéüvity or very minar occasions of fue defence. 

The arca of concentration for these heavy attacks varied 'from Dockj.and to the central 
distrié'l: of the West End. Sometimes only one arca suffered, sometimes vast seé'l:ors of the town 
were peppered with incendiaries. It seemed that the Luftwaffe had no long-term system in 
operation. The attacks might occur anywhere and at any time. 

On two occasions it appeared that more fire bombs had been dropped than on any one 
previous night. I~ 1 is notable that in each of these cases the Fire Service-with the invaluable 
aid of its auxiliary army of civilian 6re watchers-prevented more fires than ever befare from 
assuming alarmiog proportions. Although more bombs were dropped, there was in ratio a distiné'l: 
decline in the number of serious fires and spreading conflag~ations. · 

Reinforcements in Operation 

· A case in point was the attack on the night of the 10th-11th May. On this night more · 
fires were recorded than ever. The attack was widespread, though central distrié'l:s including the 
W est End were most affeé'l:ed. Many thot1sands of incendiaries and sorne hundreds of high 
explosives were dropped. It was a particularly savage attack. It seemed that the Luftwaffe was 
making a supreme effort: probably the German Air Command envisaged an effeé'l: on our West 
End similar to that on the City difuié'l: on the occasion of th!! Great City Fire. 

But this was May. By this time the powers of defence had been reinforced. And in 
particular the organisation of emergency water supply had been strengthened. This supply 
had been of infinite value in the past. On 10th May, with increased resources, it was agaia to 
prove its worth. The great hose-laying lorries, canvas dams that spriag up, like oases in the 
desert, wherever the fire is hottest-these were sound weapoas to use on a battlefield where 
mobility and improvisation were necessarily at a premium. 

That night again the ultimate objeé'l: of the Luftwaffe was not attained. There was no 
buming out of London. Fires were caused and fires were fought the night through. But the 
forces of defence prevailed. The greatest danger of an incendiary attack is the fire that spreads 
from building to building at such a speed and with such intensity that fue fighters are unable 
temporarily to cope with it. This fue situation is technically known as a conflagration. It is 
notable, that, with all the fire bombs dropped, only one such conflagration ,occurred on the night 
of 10th May. There were other serious fires but in each case they were prevented from spreading 
dangerously. And the aumber of these setious fires was also reduced in comparison with previous 
~ds. . 

However, though thousands of incendiaries were mopped up soon after impaé'l:, and 
though the flames were prevented from multiplying themselves catafuophically, much harm was 
done. Westminster was deliberately spattered with incendiaries. The Houses of Parliame~t, 
Westminster Abbey and the aacient monastic dormitory of Westminster Upper School were 
among many famous buildings throughout London that suffered the iadignities of fire and high 
explosive. These buildings were in no case irreparably damaged. But much that was historie 
aad lovable was lost. The great timbered roof spanning Westminster Hall caught alight. The 
place of coroaation in the Abbey lay littered with rubble and broken timber beneath an open 
sky. Firemen played their jets of water over Gothic tracery lining the galleries of the House of 
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Commons : the famous green-padded leather of the seats was tinted red and orange as fire and 
water waged a battle across them. Though the reft of the building was saved, this famous sanétum 
of free speech was a charred and blackened shell by morning. The Bar no longer ftood to check 
intruders. The Speaker's chair was burnt and loft. Gone were the dispatch boxes dented in the 
fervour of Gladstone's oratory. 

THE FIGHT CONTINUES 
Such is the ftory of the firft battles between the London Fire Service and the Luftwaffe. 

The organisation has ftood the teft and the men and their weapons have proved the right !'.mes 
for the job. But though cataftrophes were averted, much damage has been done. Now, with 
experience of arson on a titanic scale the Fire Service is ftriving to increase its ftrength a.nd 
minirnise damage in the future. Every day the forces of 6re prevention and fire fighting are being 
augmented and refined and a big salvage scheme to protett goods against damage by water is 
beginning to operate. 

It is, therefore, with the development of ftill greater forces that the Fire Service is now 
primarily concerned. New hose-laying lo;ries and heavy relay pumps are ready. Special lorries 
carrying dams patrol the ftreets, scouting for an arca where water is waoted to nip a small fire 
in the bud. To organise the great resources which now exi~ and to train crews in their imftant 
use, special water officers have been appointed throughout the qetwork of Fire Service ~tions 
in London. A training school has been recently opened, where personnel are learning about the 
complex problems conneaed with water supplies. If "water" is the cry London will get it-in 

WRECKED TRANSPORT 
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ever va~er quantities. Among the thousa~ds of fuemen engaged during the long hours of the 
winter raids "food" was also an insi~ent cry. Now more canteen vans are oo the run and a plan 
for mobile kitcheos nears fruition. Each appliaoce too will soon carry its own rations with a 
~ove to malee hot drinks. 

Fall in the Fire-bomb Fíghters 

Still more auxiliaries are beiog recruited to keep ready additional fir~-line pumps. But 
apart from these a new army has come ioto beiog-the army of the fire-bomb 1ighters. These 
thousands of roof spotters aod private fue-fighting parties are of inefumable value. Previously 
many fires could have been prevented from assuming grave proportions by the prompt aénon 
of a man on the spot. Now there are men and women on the spot. By law, ali commercial 
premises throughout London m~ be watched during air raids. Incendiaries can thus be dealt 
with as they fall, though maybe sorne will always elude deteénon. 

In addition to this army commanded by law, there are the thousaods of civiliaos who 
regard it as their job to watch their own ruccts and their own ro-ofs. This is a voluntary duty, 
but there are few ~reets in London without their fire parties. No longer will these people see their 
homes ablaze because incendiaries have worked unseen in dark attics screened from the rueet 
by windowless roofs. Men and women are on the alert to hear them drop and mark their position·. 
Only so can they attack the fire germ before it takes hold and infefu a whole dwelliog. These 
people saw their homes burning and they were angry. They rose to the suggeruon of prívate 
fue-fighting and fue-watching and worked out their own salvation. Their weapons are rutrup 
pumps, shovels and sand : water is kept ready to hand in buckets so that little tax is put upon the 
mains. The only organisation is a rota sy~em whereby the ~rain of fire fighting ;lbove tpeir normal 
daily work is equally borne. 

Roof spotters and fire parties 1:elease the regular Fice Service from much unnecessary 
work on small outbreaks. Every civilian who puts out an incendiary takes sorne of the 
weight off the fireman's shoulder. At times the weight on that shoulder is pretty heavy--and 
your fueman, working through long and difficult hours, is really grateful for every ounce of 
help given him. He wants to be free to get clown to the big jobs-and have the be~ chance of 
finishing them quickly. Valuable pumps and skilled meo can be diverted to concentrate on their 
real job of fighting large-scale· fues. Thus each new measure can dovetail to make more efficient 
the huge resources built up for the battle again~ fue. Having come through the fu~ phases of its 
ordeal, London is not ~nding full and now that nationalisation has taken place a great new 
chapter has beco opened. 
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FIRESIDE CHAT 

London's ordeal by fire haf seen the .maurung and the crippling of many beautifol 
buildings. Such fires are indeed sad to recall, yet for all that they are hardly the real measure of 
your firemao's mo~ vivid recolleétions. 

Your fireman will gloss over scenes of grandiose speétacle. He is used to them. Rather, 
he will tell you of a more intimate world turned topsy-turvy by heat and flames. He will tell 
you of the fire at that rubber warehouse 'when molten rubber covered the floors, wheo his boots 
~ck.firm at every ~ep so that he felt like a fly on flypaper. Or of another fucky job ata toffee 
~ore, when a lava-like flow of freshly warmed toffee enmeshed his hose and brought agaio to 
his nostrils the old exciting smell, a hundred times magnified, of the toffee pan in his mother's 
kitchen. 

Eccentricities will happen. A man who fought a fire at a paint fall:ory found the next 
morning that his boots were beautifully varnished. In a certain church in a south-we~ diruill: 
the best vantage point for the firemen was the pulpit itself: that night the meo preached a 
sermon of water on to a congregation of flames. · 

Again, spmewhere in Dockland· a wharf housing whisky caught alight. A wide curtain of the 
precious spirit ~reamed clown the outside walls fro.m bur~ crates up on the top floor. As it 
descended the spirit caught fire. And thus the whole side of the building beca.me one sheet of 
falling flame-as blue as the flame on a Chri~as pudding. Once, too, a butcher's shop caught 
fire. By chance the flames did not actually consume the ~ock of meat. But they were near enough 
to give it a fine roa~g.Í Firemen saw hyge sides of beef browned to a turn. Tbc air was swcct 
with the perfume of good crackling pork. 

Your fireman will also remember less pretty ~oríes than these. Tales of fires spreading 
toward; ammunition dumps, fatal moments when every ounce of encrgy must be exerted to 
~cm the tide of flames flickering round drums of inflammable petrol. One motor.man* will tell 
you of the night he drew his water from a flooded bomb crater with a delayed aétion explosive 
rull at the bottom. His heavy suétion dragged the sides of the .crater : he and his pump re.maincd 
within three yards of tbe sleeping bomb for over two hours. He will tell you how much pure 
philosopby he learned during those long hours of waiting and watching. 

"The hose was like a live thing" 

There is the ~ory of another man who got into trouble with a "runaway" hose. "It 
was a rubber fire-rubber tyres," he said. "There was a lane fifty foot long ruoning between 
~acks of burning tyres. The flames were a good six foot higb on either side. At the end a single 
man was ~ruggling with a branch aod a pretty heavy water pressure. I was sent to back him up. 
I rao up thc lane. The flames wereo't blowing across-but I had to keep my head clown for the 
hcat. Ju~ as I got to my man the hose got out of control. It flung the man clown and soaked off 
towards the nearside wall of flame. The only thing to do was fall oo it. I ju~ got to it in time. 
It was like a live thing. If I hadn't reached it we'd havc been done dor. Thc fire was blowing 
up more fiercely. We needed the water to fight our way back clown the lanc ... " 

Again, a driver at the tender mercies of bomb-blast-" . . . thc next thing I saw was a 
kind of blue flash. Then the very hcll of an explosion. Down carne the glass, slates, bricks, du~ 

*Driver of the pump 



all over the roof of my van. I was reversing at the time. I can remember being §traight on th_e road­
then I can remember being across the road. The bla§t mu§t have slewed the whole van round 
on two wheels in that sbort second . . . " 

And another man-" . . . we found a fireman-he was 11.live but unconscious- we never 
found out where he carne from-there wasn't another pump or another man but our crew 
within 250 yards-it was ju§t a great explosion, and then suddenly this chap lying along 
the fueet . . . " 

Sorne of the men seem to remember the cold more than the heat. "Y ou can have the winter 1 
Usep to get drenched through the fir~ five minutes. Drenched to the skin-undcr my coat, in 
my boots, everywhere. Then an 'outside' job. Standing outside the building with thc cold wind 
cutting into my soaked spine. And that would go on for hours. Give me the middle of the fire 
any day . . . " Yet there is another man who looks with a more kindly eye upan tbe dtenching 
queruon after a certain night back in January. " . .. we heard the wbistle and ducked for it. 
A flying brick or so~ething must have hit our hose. It bur~. The water gushed out everywhere. 
I was drenched through in a second. I cursed like I've never cursed before. Then I ~opped­
suddenly. For I saw something on the ground about eight inches from where my head had been. 
lt was a huge bomb splinter-a square foot of it I Well, the water didn't seem so bad after seeing 
that ... " 

IF "WATER" IS THE CRY 
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"A solíd mass of ~oaring flame rune storeys high,, 

There are some interesting incidents in ~e journal of a fueman átationed near Streatham 
Common. " A solid mass of roaring flame nine storeys high completdy around the whole three 
sides of the dock . . . meo carrying fifteeo hundredwcight pumps into the dock, over piles of 
hose, like slaves during the building of the Pyramids ; 400 soldiers from the Tower of London 
to help roll the hose . · . . " 

And-"The water was hot, qulte hot. It was being pumped into a building and as it 
gushed back into the bomb boles we pumped it back again." 

And a third excerpt that spéaks the mind of a pump operator clown in the §treet below 
the firc-" ... Give them water, gallons, thousands of gallons of it. Don't fail; watch thosc 
gaugcs, easy on the pressure, a man's lifc depends on the way you get your water through, a man 
perched high on that building. A sudden jerk of your controls and he would hurtle to his death ... 
the live thing in your control is only a machine, you're its master, makc it behave ... " 

Tales of rescue and tales of tight corners abound. Many have beco retold in the Press, 
many live silently in the memories of those meo concemed. These and a hundred other things 
fade into the maze of flame and hot smoke, long hours and heavy equipment, noise and burning, 
much water and little sleep that goes to make up the fireman's particular blitzmare. 

So here we choose at random from among those briefly-worded official communiqué$ 
that describe the aéhons of meo awarded the Geo¡ge Medal. " . . . assisted in saving four buildings 
containing high explosives at . . . * They §tuck to thcir duty in face of flying debris and exploding 
shclls of various calibre and by their aéhon set an example of courage to their comrades. In an 
isolated and dangerous position they insisted on remaining at thcir post, even wheo reminded 
of the imminent danger of explosion." 

And, again, few words that mean so _much-" . . . when the átation was hit and set on 
fire by a large incendiary bomb, he showed great courage in attempting to rescue two fuemen 
who were trapped in the building. He was badly burned in his gallant rescue effort." 

And another, " ... entered a retort house. Petrol was floodcd on the floor and a 
'fiashback' occurred, igniting petrol vapour. Another i!.uxiliaty fücman bccame entangled in a chain 
and was in imminent danger of being bumed to death. Reeves rcmaincd to assist in rdeasing 
the trapped man. He was surrounded by flames and showed great bravery in making the 
attempt to release his comrade." 

"I begin to tum over and over as I fall" 
f 

And, finally, from the journal of a London fueman comes the amazing story that runs­
" . Then without any warning, without any whirue or swish, a high explosive bomb drops· 
on the ground undemeath our bridge. I aro hurled upwards through the air at a terrifying 
speed. At the top of my flight I seem to be stationary for a second. I aro conscious of a brilliant 
light from the exploding bomb and in this in§tant I see the bridge breaking up underneath me. 
Kirby, the officer in charge, is flying through the air and the light is playing on his polished brass 
epaulettes. There is the roar of the explosion and the rumble of falling bricks and masonry. 
Theo it is dark. I begin to turn over and over' as I fall. I know that I have a long way to drop and 
I imagine that I shall be killed when I reach the ground. I let my body go limp because I think 
that by doing this I will possibly avoid violent fraéhues. I wonder how much it is going to hurt. 
Therc is still a loud rumbling of falling debris and I feel my forehead become moist against the wind 
as something grazes the skin. It seems that I have already beén falling a week. I begin 'to feel 
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annoyed. Annoyed at the thought of dying beforc this war is finishcd. A pattern of loosely­
conneéted thought impinges on my consciousncss. All my lifc I havc watchcd civilisation in revolt : 
fidt creeping, thcn a stampcde. It would havc beco so intcrcfting, so cxciting. To be able to 
beat down the forces that are trying to §top 1,1s. The future of mankind . . . A new and better 
world order . . . not by race domination. I might have seen the beginning of a world 
community. In our time, or in our children's time. In a small way I had hoped to be part of the 
great change, but here I am turning crazily over. and over and falling towards my doom. I am 
annoyed. Then I realise that thcse feelings are rumulated by very selfish motives and I console 
myself that at lea§!: I have lived to see the turning point in civilisation. That in itself'is something. 
Then I wo.nder again how hard the ground is going to be. I am conscious of the faa· that I have 
átopped falling. There is a pain in my left arm but I juft can't think that I am alive. A piece of 
debris, a door frame or something, lands acrJ ss my chest, but its full force is taken by the debris 
that is on either side of me. I welcome the twinge in my che§!:. I muát átill be alive. I attempt to 
raise the-··debris, but my left arm will not respond to thc impulse. My right arm is aétive and I 
manage to get up and grope my way towards a group of dim lights . . • " 

By cOMrtuy of 
The N ational Por1rai1 Galltry 

"UP BY FIVE O'CLOCK; ANO QLESSEO BE GOO! FINO ALL'S WELL" 
(Samuel Pepys wrltlng of the Great Flre of 1666) 
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HOW A F IR E IS FOUGHT 

To the layman, the fighting of a fue may appear a chaotic business. But beyond the incom­
prehensible maze of hose, beyond the roar of the pumps, the rivers of blackened water, the showers 
of sparks and burning embers, the hurrying and scurrying, lies a coldly calculated plan of aél:ion. 
Tbis is no frantic improvisation. Rather it is the application, to suit immediate circumstances, 
of a store of well-tried taél:ics and experience. Under the officer's helmet are thoughts of the wind, 
varied water pressures, draughts, building construél:ion, high-explosive damage to the struél:ure 
of the building, difficulty of access to the building and reacbing the seat of the fire, risk to bis meo 
from further collapse of masonry, risk to surrounding property, etc. Such knowledge and the 
intuition of experience will decide the taél:ics of his battle with the fiames. 

Below is the bistory of a fue. No two fires are quite alike : but this is a fair example of 
a reasonably typical case. 

The building involved is an office-type building of fairly modero construél:ion and large 
dimeosioos situated in a congested part of London. It consists of a basement wi~ six storeys 
above. The topmost storey is cootained within the roof. At the centre of the building an ornamental 
dock tower rises to a further height of about twenty feet. 

9.8 p.m. A shower of incendiaries, together with sorne bigh-explosive bombs fall in the 
vicinity of V- - Street. 

9 .1 O p.m. Reported by air-raid warden that Messrs. J. & T.'s building in V-- Street has been 
hit by H.E. and the roof is alight. 

9.12 p.m. Trailer pump arrives at V--Street. Officer-io-charge sizes up the situatioo, observes 
that the roof and tower is seriously oo fire, that the bomb explosion has demolished 
the west comer of the building and interna! blast damage will make access to the 
upper floors v

1 
e7 d~fficultd, dii~medi

1
· ately sendsd back message for assistance. j 

He cal s 1or rour a uona pumps an a water tower. 
The pump's crew force an entry through the main doorway and, using a rope, 

haul the first lioe of hose up the stairwell. Pump operator outside has, in the mean- 1 

time, conneél:ed his pump to a street hydrant and is ready to tura on the water. 
9.15 p.m. Crew (A) have climbed to the topmost floor and find the fire is confined at present 

to the roof space and tower. Here is the first difficulty-water must be got on to 
the seat of the fire and access to roof spaces is usually restriél:ed. A small trap­
hatch litted with a step-ladder is found and two meo prepare to ascend with the 
branch. * A man is ¡ent back to the pump with instruél:ioos for the pump operator 
to tura oo the waterJ His instruél:ions are precise : the pressure required has been 
calculated and he is informed of the position of the branchpipe. 

The damaged western seél:ion has opened up the roof to the air and soon 
the eotire roof is alight. It is evident that one jet is insufficient, and, leaving two meo 
with the branch, the officer gets back to the pump with the remainder of bis crew 
to lay out another line of hose. 

9.25 p.m. Reinforcements of three trailer pumps and one heavy unit arrive. Two crews (B) 
and (C) are detailed to get to work on the floor immediately below the roof 1 (Fig. 2) 
of the building involved. Their objeél: is to check the downward progress of the fire. 

It is apparent that the proximity and construél:ion of other buildings con­
stitutes a grave risk of the fire becoming a confiagration. A crew (D) is sent to roof 2 
to direél: a jet of water across the alleyway on to roof 1 and thence to th~ seat of 
the fire. The rernaining crew (E) is sent to roof 3 for a similar purpose. 

All access to roofs is made by interna! stairs and lines of hose are hauled up 
outside the buildings. 

Within a few minutes water is pumped through to each of these crews. 
The officer's plan has been first to concentrare a fuong jet of water at the 

seat of the fire, secondly to position branches in strategical positions in relation to 
the wind direél:ion and possible spread of the fire to other buil~ings. 

9.28 p. m. Enemy planes seem to have moved their main attack over this distriél:. Possibly 
• Tcchnic:al tcrm for hose noz.zlc 
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9.30 p.m. 

9.32 p.m. 

9.35 p.m. 

9.40 p.m. 
/ 

9.55 p.m. 

Next day. 

3'1. 

-----·=--~ ----·--------~-, 

they are guided by the brilliant light of the fue. Bombs fall in the near vicinity aad 
cause a further portioa of the damaged buildings to collapse. None of the mea 
are injured and the fighting of the fue continues without interruption. 

Crew (A) finding their position in the roof space untenable have retreated 
to the floor below. The tremendous heat above causes the ceiling to split. Large 
pieces of pla~er fall to the floor, causing ~inor cuts and bruises to the fuemen. 
Now released of aay r~raining jet~e fue spreads throughout the length of the 
roof. The dock tower, its supporting girders buckled by the heat and its fabric 
weakeaed by the shock of exploding high-explosive bombs, topples and falls inwards 
without warning. Crew (A) have no time to get clear. Two roen, swept with toas 
of debris through severa! floors, are killed. 

The officer immediately realises that his chances of saving the building are 
small and that crews (B) and (C) are in risk of being cut off. He decides to withdraw 
them from the building. 
Water tower arrives and is set up at the we~ern end of the building. Crew (B) 
conneél: their liae of hose to the water tower. lt is able to throw a fuong jet on 
to the fue itself, aad also on to the roof and windows of surrounding buildings. 

Officer reviews situation, seads crew (C) to roof 2 to cover the ea~ern end 
of the building. A large body of fire was carried through the floors by the falling 
tower. Thus all floors are now involved. 

Officer sends back message calling far five additional pumps and a second 
water tower. Also far a water relaying unit-since immediate supply from neigh­
bouring hydrants will be insufficient to feed this added pump füength. 
A senior officer and his ~_ff arrive with a control car (see picture oo page 6). The 
controi:..'poinris set up aad indicated with flashiag lights. 

A more detailed survey of the situatioa is now effeél:ed. It is faund that all 
floors of the building are well alight and the roof is at the point of collapse. The 

· building is too unsafe far crews to be perroitted to work inside. lt is decided to 
cooceotrate all efforts on confining the fue to the one building. 

Additional pumps arrivc and report to the control poiot. Here they are 
detailed where to positioa their jets and where to obtain water. Crews (F) and (G) 
are ~atiooed at the eotrances to the alleyways on either side of the fired building. 
These crews will throw a curtain of water covering the adjacent buildings (2) and 
(3) to combat any spread of fue in that direél:ion. . 

Crews (H) and (K) are sent to the rear of the building to work from ground 
leve!. 
The second water tower arrives simultaneously with the water unit. The water 
tower is also positioned at the rear of the building and crew (K) conneél: their line 
of hose to it. 

The water unit has laid twia lines of hose from a canal half a roile di~nt 
and the crew set up a canal reservoir in froat of the building. This is speedily filled 
with water relayed from the canal. Three pumps (F), (G) and (J) get to work from 
this new water supply and crew (J) position their jet at the front of the building. 
The fire is now effeél:ively surrounded. All jets are doing good work. The flames 
are pievented from spreading in any direction, the heavy volume of water is reducing 
the main body of fire. No further assi~ance will be required-the -fire is on the 
point of being "in hand." 

With these taél:ics, the fue is faught oo through the·oight. From this point 
there is no further spread. It is now a matter of pouring more and ever more water 
on to salient points. The firemen attack relentlessly. As the intensity of the fire 
dimioishes aod daylight arrives they press home the attack aod get to closer quarters, 
smashing home with their powerful jets of water until the f!ames are completely 
routed. 
The fire is out-but far embers and small pockets of fue among fallen wreckage. 
Firemen get dowo to the job of cooling the hot piles of ash and ember so that no 
light will be visible during black-out hours that oight. 

The daager is over-the building is badly damaged but the fire has been 
confined to reasonable liroits and the neighbouring blocks have been saved. 
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