

[image: cover]




[image: images]




ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


In preparing this book, I found myself reaping where many others had sown. I am especially grateful for the splendid work done by Walter Bell, Thomas Reddaway, Philip Jones, Robert Latham, William Matthews, Esmond de Beer and Henry Roseveare in making so many of the sources available in print, but I have also been able to draw upon the work of many historians of the period.


The Royal Commission on the Historical Monuments of England generously allowed me a period of study leave, and I have drawn extensively on the holdings of the National Monuments Record section of the Commission for the illustrations. My colleagues have been very helpful, and I would especially like to thank Ann Robey, Alan Cox, John Bold and Derek Kendall for much helpful advice. Michael Turner has shared his knowledge of town fires with me over many years. I would also like to thank Elizabeth McKellar for allowing me to consult her unpublished doctoral thesis, which proved to be very valuable.


For a number of reasons too tedious to relate, I managed to find myself writing this book while preparing another one for publication, and so my wife Carolyn needed to draw on extra reserves of forbearance to deal with my erratic behaviour and preoccupied state of mind. She managed this effortlessly, with her usual good humour, and also supplied large doses of help.




CONTENTS


TITLE





ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS








	

ONE




	

DANGERS AND PRECAUTIONS









	

TWO




	

THE GREAT FIRE









	

THREE




	

TAKING STOCK









	

FOUR




	

PREPARATIONS FOR REBUILDING









	

FIVE




	

THE REBUILDING









	

SIX




	

THE AFTERMATH















LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS





BIBLIOGRAPHY





COPYRIGHT




ONE


DANGERS AND PRECAUTIONS


There’s no place … better armed against the fury of the fire; for besides the pitched Buckets that hang in Churches and Halls, there are divers new Engines for that purpose.





James Howel, Londinopolis, 1658, p. 398





During Lemuel Gulliver’s stay in Lilliput around 1700 a fire broke out in the imperial palace when one of the empress’s maids of honour fell asleep while reading a romance and presumably knocked over a candle. By the time Gulliver arrived at the scene the Lilliputians had set up ladders against the walls of the empress’s apartments; they also had plenty of buckets for carrying water to the fire. But he soon realised that because ‘the flame was so violent’ and the water had to be carried ‘some distance’ their efforts were likely to be defeated and the whole palace, not just the apartments, would be burnt down. In this emergency he took drastic action and extinguished the blaze by urinating violently and extensively over it.


Readers of Swift’s brilliant satire would have recognised many of the elements of this tale; how a minor domestic accident at night could lead to widespread destruction, how a fire could overcome the efforts of the fire-fighters even though they had plenty of equipment, and the difficulties caused by the lack of a good supply of water close by. Although Gulliver’s timely action saved the palace, it was illegal to make water within the precincts, and after some intrigues by his enemies he faced impeachment. This, too, may have struck a chord with contemporaries, for fire-fighters who took it upon themselves to pull down buildings to create a fire-break and so check the progress of the flames were liable to find themselves taken to court by the owners of the property and compelled to pay the cost of rebuilding. Many readers would also have been aware of the parallel between the fate narrowly escaped by the imperial palace in Lilliput, which had ‘cost so many ages in erecting’, and that of Whitehall Palace, part of which was gutted in a blaze in 1691 and the whole of the remainder, except for Inigo Jones’s Banqueting House, by a fire in 1698. Gulliver’s adventure must also have brought to mind the Great Fire of London of 1666, only sixty years before the publication of Gulliver’s Travels, when Sir Thomas Bludworth, the lord mayor, called to the early stages of the fire, was said to have remarked that ‘a woman might piss it out’.1


The conflagration that developed from the fire which Bludworth treated so dismissively was London’s greatest single disaster and has come to be regarded as one of the major landmarks in English history, ranking in popular awareness with events of national importance such as the defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588. It was all the more devastating because it came as the city was recovering from a severe outbreak of plague in the previous year, which, with high mortality levels from other diseases, had claimed almost 100,000 lives, nearly six times the normal death rate. There is something poignant in the fact that these two calamities came so closely together, and they have tended to be associated. Yet there were important distinctions between an epidemic and a conflagration. The most obvious one was that an epidemic brought death, and fire physical destruction, and so they affected the urban community in quite different ways. Their social impact also varied. Plague struck the poorer areas more heavily than the wealthier ones, not so much as a result of overcrowding and the conditions which it produced in the more impoverished districts, but rather because the better-off were able to leave the city for the duration of an outbreak, while the poor lacked that flexibility.2 Fire, on the other hand, destroyed everything in its path; both the premises of wealthy merchants and the hovels of the poor were consumed by the flames. While the risk of a fire breaking out may have been greater in the overcrowded areas in which the poorer citizens lived, once it had taken hold it swept through rich and poor districts alike. The only avoiding action that a householder could take was to remove as many of the most valuable items as possible before the flames could reach them.


A further distinction was that in many years the danger from plague was much less immediate than that from fire. Although the plague had been endemic since the first onset of the Black Death in 1348, the outbreaks causing high mortality were intermittent. The worst death tolls from plague in seventeenth-century London came in 1603, 1625, 1636 and 1665, and during many of the intervening years there were so few deaths from the disease that many citizens may not have felt threatened by it. Only fifty-nine plague deaths were recorded in the Bills of Mortality during the five years before the outbreak of 1665.3 But fire was an ever-present danger, perhaps slightly lessened during the damp winter months, but still there, as the conflagration at Nantwich, Cheshire, in December 1583 demonstrated.


It is indeed self-evident that fire is one of the principal threats to man’s social and economic arrangements with its capacity to completely destroy both buildings and their contents in a relatively short time, leaving only scorched earth and charred remains. It is in cities and towns where the greatest damage can be done by fire, because of the concentration of buildings and the goods stored in and around them. That concentration makes it difficult to halt a fire once it has become established, with the blaze spreading from building to building, their fabric and contents providing ample fuel for the flames. But fire is also a menace to rural communities, for it can destroy houses, barns, stables and crops, both those harvested and in store and those standing in the fields, together with pasture, orchards and woodland.4


The city’s population in the 1660s contained not only native Londoners, but also migrants from provincial towns and the countryside, all of whom would have been aware of the risk of fire. Yet an individual’s vigilance did not bring complete security, for everyone depended on the care taken by their fellow-citizens as well as by themselves. A drunken or careless neighbour was to be feared and arson was regarded as one of the worst criminal offences.


However alert the citizens were, or tried to be, a degree of carelessness was inevitable and some accidents were unavoidable. Indeed, Londoners were periodically shaken out of their complacency by destructive blazes, both in the metropolis itself and elsewhere. Between 1600 and 1665 there were at least seventy substantial fires in English provincial towns. The most destructive of those which occurred in the years preceding the Great Fire destroyed 224 houses at Marlborough in 1653, 238 houses at Southwold in 1659 and 156 houses at Newport, Shropshire, in 1665.5 Although the numbers of houses gutted in such fires were relatively small compared to the losses in the Great Fire, a high proportion of the buildings in each town was destroyed, and the disasters attracted much attention.


Of more immediate impact were the fires in London itself. A fire which began in an inn stable in Southwark in 1630 destroyed fifty houses before it could be controlled. This was followed by a potentially even more serious fire in February 1633, when a blaze among the buildings at the northern end of London Bridge spread out of control and not only wrecked about a third of the houses on the bridge itself, but also nearly eighty more in the parish of St Magnus the Martyr.6 This fire was a frightening event on a prominent site and, as some of the houses at that end of the bridge were not rebuilt, the visible evidence of the destruction served as a reminder of the disaster. From time to time other fires did damage on a smaller scale, involving few houses, but no doubt causing much alarm in the neighbourhood. In May 1643 three houses in Aldermanbury were burned down, for instance, and in the April of the following year a fire in the parish of Christ Church destroyed houses and goods valued at £2,880.7 Gunpowder stored both in buildings and on ships presented a particular danger. In January 1650 the detonation of seven barrels of powder on the premises of Robert Porter, a ship’s chandler in Tower Street, began a fire which raged for two hours, wrecked fifteen houses and damaged twenty-six others so badly that they were uninhabitable. At least sixty-seven people were killed in this disaster, an unusually high death toll that was attributable to the explosion rather than the subsequent fire.8 Smaller, but still serious, accidents occurred in July 1654, when two ships on the river blew up on successive days. The mid-1650s also saw fires in Threadneedle Street and Fleet Street, both of which were described as ‘a great fire’.9


The news of fire disasters was transmitted by word of mouth and in correspondence, and also through the system by which funds were raised to help the victims of fire, flood, plague or other calamity. An application was made to the lord chancellor, who, if satisfied of the truth of the claim, authorised the issue of a brief describing the disaster, often in graphic terms, and asking for funds. The brief, a printed form, was then distributed over a specified area and collections were taken, usually as the congregation left church after a service, but in some cases by collectors going from house to house. The system was well developed by the 1660s, although not everyone reacted favourably to the number being presented, inviting their charity. After attending church on 30 June 1661 Samuel Pepys noted that ‘the trade of briefes is come now up to so constant a course every Sunday, that we resolve to give no more to them’.10 Whatever the response, the numbers issued during that period can only have served to increase the awareness of accidental fires. As well as briefs and pamphlets, the development of newspapers during the 1640s and 1650s provided a further means of publicising a fire and appealing for aid, both through news reports and notices placed by the victims. This process, still in its infancy in the 1660s, was to become one of the major methods for raising funds after a disaster, especially with the growth of provincial newspapers in the eighteenth century.11


Reaction to such disasters was to regard them as instruments of the vengeful hand of God. They were punishments inflicted on a sinful generation and warnings to repent and reform that should be heeded before it was too late. This was the interpretation thundered from the pulpits and recorded in the many sermons published in order to reach a wider public than the congregations who heard them. A fire at Banbury in 1628 destroyed over 100 houses, perhaps as much as one-third of the town. The rector, William Whateley, was a well-known Puritan with a reputation for long sermons delivered in a style which can be judged from his epithet ‘the roaring boy of Banbury’. The fact that the fire had begun in a malt-house on a Sunday gave him ample scope to draw his parishioners’ attentions to some moral lessons, which were stressed in his sermon on the disaster, pointedly entitled Sinne no More, Banbury.12 The Puritan reformation at Banbury had already been under way for some time, for Whateley had been rector since 1610, whereas it was the particularly destructive conflagration at Dorchester in August 1613 which proved to be the stimulus for a similar movement there. Under the influence of its minister, John White, acting with the cooperation of civic leaders who were sympathetic to his aims, in the generation following the fire Dorchester was much ‘improved’. The town was thought to have benefited from the disaster, not only morally, but also materially, ‘knowledge causing piety, piety breeding industry, and industry procuring plenty unto it’.13


The pamphlet describing the fire at Dorchester was entitled Fire from Heaven, which succinctly expresses the contemporary view of the true nature of the disaster. Sinfulness, especially sabbath-breaking, was seen to have provoked the wrath of the Almighty, who ‘out of just vengeance and judgement on the committers thereof hath often punished with fire’. There was ample testimony for this in the conflagration at Tiverton in 1612, which burnt 290 houses, and the ‘sad and wonderfull fire’ which swept through ‘that seat of wickednesse the City of Oxford’ in October 1644, destroying over 300 houses.14 These were among the most destructive blazes in provincial towns in the seventeenth century and both occurred on Sundays. The Book of Jeremiah warns that the consequence of sabbath-breaking will be a fire that ‘shall devour the palaces of Jerusalem, and it shall not be quenched’.15


Failure to observe the sabbath was not the only transgression likely to be punished by fire, however. The whole range of sins could provoke divine wrath. Yet it did not follow that the actual victims of fire were especially sinful. This was recognised by the wood-turner Nehemiah Wallington with respect to those whose homes were destroyed by the fire at London Bridge, who were not to be regarded as ‘greater sinners than all the rest of the City of London because they suffered such things’, any more than those who escaped such a catastrophe could be regarded as innocent of sin. The author of the pamphlet describing the conflagration which destroyed four-fifths of Northampton in 1675 wrote of the reasons for that disaster in much the same terms. The citizens of Northampton were not ‘sinners above all Men’, but their town had been turned into ‘a burning Beacon’ as a warning to other cities and towns of their fate ‘except they receive and obey his Laws, and cease to provoke him, by their tolerated Disobedience’.16 Similarly, the spate of fires in London in 1655 was interpreted by one preacher not in terms of specific shortcomings, but as the beginning of God’s judgement on the world, which would be destroyed in the following year.17


Some allowance has to be made for an element of conventional piety in the accounts of fires, especially those which were intended primarily as appeals for relief. It was advisable for the sufferers to appear to be repentant and to strike the correct note in order to attract sympathy and assistance. But this should not disguise the underlying sincerity of the reports of disaster victims, for providentialism, derived from Calvinist theology, was not simply the orthodoxy of many of the clergy in seventeenth-century England. Divine intervention in human affairs was generally accepted, a part of the common psychology of the time that was expressed in private correspondence and personal diaries, as well as in publications.


Divine wrath could not only help to explain why fires had occurred, but also provide the basis for predictions of conflagrations to come. The late 1650s and early 1660s saw a number of gloomy prophesies specifically for London that were couched in these terms. Many Puritan preachers regarded it as the sinful city par excellence and characterised it as Babylon, or the bloody city. They anticipated a fiery end for London in the near future and graphically expounded their fears in their sermons. In 1657 Thomas Reeve, in his God’s Plea for Nineveh, foresaw ‘kindling sparks that will set all in a flame from one end of the city to the other’ and two years later Daniel Baker’s Certaine Warning for a Naked Heart, after condemning London’s evil ways, predicted ‘a consuming fire … which will scorch with burning heat all hypocrites, unstable, double-minded workers of iniquity’. The most detailed depiction of the city’s fiery fate came in the Quaker Humphrey Smith’s Vision which he saw concerning London, published in 1660. Smith wrote of a fire which none could quench and ‘the burning thereof was exceeding great … All the tall buildings fell, and it consumed all the lofty things therein … And the fire continued, for, though all the lofty part was brought down, yet there was much old stuffe, and parts of broken-down desolate walls, which the fire continued burning against’. Smith did not live to judge how accurately his prophesy came true, for he died in Winchester gaol in 1663.18


Those who had been apprehensive for London’s safety during the 1650s because of its wickedness must have been seriously alarmed after the Restoration. With the return of the court and its adherents, moral standards fell considerably and publicly. The character of Charles II’s court was in marked contrast to that of his father, which had been chaste and aloof, and to that of Cromwell. Indeed, the king’s own lechery was a byword.19 Many of the returned Royalists who contributed to the general air of depravity were simply at a loose end. Sir William Coventry explained this in terms of their having been excluded from public business for the previous twenty years and so being unable to apply themselves to it. In his view the best of them were attending to their estates and family matters and the rest had given themselves over to debauchery.20 Attention was focused especially on the theatres, which in many ways epitomised the new atmosphere in London. Closed since 1642, they were now reopened, with the novelty of actresses taking the female roles and apparently proving irresistible to ‘severall young noble-men and gallants’. John Evelyn’s opinion was that the Restoration theatre was ‘fowle & undecent’.21 Many evidently shared his view, but their collective indignation had no effect. Even protests by senior Anglican clergymen at the deplorable standards of behaviour were either ignored or ridiculed.


Faced with such moral backsliding, instead of the hoped-for reformation, the fears of those preachers who continued to warn of imminent doom for London could only be heightened. Their cause was not helped by the eclipse of their political allies. Indeed, the City was a target for snipers at both ends of the political and religious spectrum. While the Puritans deplored its sinfulness, Royalists blamed London for its crucial support for the Parliamentarian cause in the Civil War and the failure of its citizens to intervene to prevent the execution of the king. They therefore took practical steps to consolidate their power and weaken the influence of their opponents within London. The Restoration saw the removal from the corporation of prominent supporters of the Parliamentarian cause and Commonwealth regime, including Christopher Pack, John Barkstead, John Ireton, Robert Tichborn and Thomas Atkin, and the reinstatement of Royalists, such as Thomas Adams and Richard Browne, who had been expelled in 1649.22 In addition, the Act of Uniformity of 1662 displaced those Puritan clergy who would not conform to the Anglican church, with approximately 130 ministers ejected from their livings in the diocese of London, 55 of them within the City.23 In such a climate of moral and political disappointment, hopes for London’s repentance receded further.


Forecasts of impending desolation could not be disregarded as the aberrations of eccentric preachers, for their predictions were apparently borne out by those fires which periodically threatened the city before they were checked. Indeed, their interpretation of fires as clear signs of divine displeasure and warnings of what might follow was shared by at least a section of the population. A generation earlier, Wallington was an eye-witness of the fire on London Bridge, close to his home in St Leonard Eastcheap. His response, confided in his journal, was that both mercies and disasters were attributable to God and that the calamity was a punishment for London’s many sins.24


Mixed with Wallington’s anxious chronicle of the sinfulness of the citizenry were observations of a more practical nature on how fortunate it was that there was no wind on the night of the fire, as there had been only a week before, and an awareness of the flammability of the contents of many of the buildings in Thames Street, close to the blaze. He concluded that much of the city could have been endangered if the conditions had not been so favourable.25 Wallington’s remarks highlight two elements which helped to determine the extent of damage caused by a fire. One was the weather at the time of the outbreak and over the previous few days, which was beyond human control, and the other was the storage of combustible goods, which was within the citizens’ abilities to regulate. Indeed, providentialism did not lead to fatalism, and such dangers were tackled, as part of a range of fire precautions.


All urban communities took steps to minimise the risks of destructive blazes, through measures aimed at lessening the chance of fires beginning, limiting the means by which flames could spread and providing the means for fighting outbreaks. The inherent difficulties of preventing accidental blazes were enormous, for all householders required fire for lighting, heating and cooking, and tradesmen such as bakers, brewers, tallow-chandlers, distillers, dyers, maltsters, soap-boilers, potters and blacksmiths had to have ovens and furnaces on their premises. Some of the buildings in which they worked were made of combustible materials and many of their ovens and furnaces were inadequately constructed. These hazards were increased by the stocks of fuel kept in or close to their workshops. The cloth, metal and leather industries were all important elements in London’s economy, scattered throughout the city but gradually tending to move outside the walls to the rapidly expanding suburbs. Despite this drift to the outer areas, on the eve of the Great Fire the textile and leather trades still accounted for more than a third of occupations in a district such as that around Cheapside.26


Inns were also a problem, for the hay and straw in their stables and outbuildings were potentially dangerous and the increasingly popular habit of smoking tobacco heightened the chance of an accidental fire in such surroundings, as elsewhere. London’s riverside was probably its most dangerous district so far as fire was concerned, because its crowded yards, quays and storehouses were crammed with stocks of tar, pitch, hemp, sails and cordage. The vessels and their cargoes presented a similar risk and although they could be cast adrift into the river if a fire began on board, there was still the danger that they would drift ashore elsewhere or foul other ships and that burning debris could spread at random.


Despite the difficulties of controlling so many fire hazards, civic authorities attempted to enforce some restrictions, over the placing of hearths and furnaces, the storage of fuel, the dousing of fires and ovens overnight, and the building materials that were used. The regulations at London were imposed not only by the corporation and justices, but also by the government. This was understandable, for not only was it the principal city, but also the site of a royal palace to the west at Whitehall and the fortress of the Tower to the east. From a proclamation of 1580 to the Great Fire, successive governments issued a series of orders aimed at controlling the erection of new buildings, imposing minumum standards of construction and prohibiting the division of houses. The growth of London was an especial concern of the early Stuarts, with eight proclamations aimed at its regulation issued between 1602 and 1630.27


Of particular importance among fire controls was the prohibition of thatched roofs, for they caught fire easily and allowed flames to spread and rapidly engulf whole streets. Even where some buildings were tiled, burning fragments would blow from one thatched roof to another, making it difficult to check the flames. In a large blaze among houses of timber and thatch ‘the flame and smoake therof is soe greate, and violent that noe man is able to come neere those howses or to stand in the wynd to defend the fayer tyled howses’.28 Only where practically all of the roofs were tiled or slated could this problem be overcome. Conflagrations in London in the eleventh and twelfth centuries amply demonstrated the need to prohibit thatching. This was attempted in the building regulations promulgated around 1200, although a concession allowed the retention of straw roofing if it was coated with plaster. Roof-tiles had come into use in a number of cities during the twelfth century and later orders in London dealt with their size and quality.29 The difficulties of compelling householders to undergo the expense of re-roofing existing buildings must have made the replacement of thatch with tile or slate a slow process, but one which was virtually completed in London by the seventeenth century. John Stow attributed the absence of large-scale fires in the City to this policy.30 It was indeed a notable success, for although similar regulations were attempted in other cities and towns, they were not universally observed, especially in those regions, such as East Anglia and the West Country, where thatching was so much easier and cheaper than tiling. Even in Norwich, the second largest city in Tudor England, attempts made in 1509 and 1570 to enforce the use of tile seem to have made little impact, and thatched roofs were still reported there in the early nineteenth century.31


Some indication of the success achieved in London regarding roofing materials comes from the building regulations. For example, although a royal proclamation of 1620 mentioned that ‘Hovels or other Sheds of Timber’ should not be covered with thatch or boards, it was much more concerned with the use of timber and the congestion of buildings, suggesting that thatch had been largely eradicated. Like the other regulations of the period, this order specified that new buildings should be of brick or stone and that the upper storeys should not project outwards above the street. This practice, known as jettying, created a fire risk by narrowing the gap between buildings, making it easier for the flames to jump across. A building in St Margaret, Lothbury, had jetties which projected 4 feet at the first storey and 6 feet at the second, and one in Cousin Lane had a projection, described as a jetty, that was 39 feet long and was built out as far as 12 feet over the lane.32 A policy that involved the replacement of existing buildings, as this did, was bound to take a long time to materialise, even if it could be adequately enforced. This also applied to building in stone or brick. The use of stone in the city during the Middle Ages had not been confined to churches and the larger monastic and public buildings. But it was a relatively expensive material and so was not likely to be adopted on a large scale for houses, especially during a period of rapid growth such as London experienced in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. Stow suggested that timber had replaced stone as the principal building material by the sixteenth century. Evidence from other towns also indicates that stone construction in vernacular buildings declined in the late Middle Ages. Henry VIII’s topographer John Leland noted in the mid-sixteenth century that at Northampton ‘Al the old building of the towne was of stone, the new is of tymbre’.33


Timber framing with lath and plaster infilling was by far the most common constructional method for both external and internal walling. Buildings erected in this way were often dismissively referred to as ‘paper buildings’, which stressed their flimsiness. In the years before the Great Fire there was anxiety not only about the extent of timber construction, but also that ‘slight fir timber’ was being used, ‘fit for entertaining fire’.34 Although the houses in the fashionable new areas to the west of the City, such as the Earl of Bedford’s development at Covent Garden, were of brick, attempts to compel rebuilding in that material in the City were slow to bear fruit. This was not because they were resisted, for landlords did observe the regulations, by requiring their tenants to use brick for new buildings. A lease of ground in Fetter Lane granted in 1632 stipulated that three houses of brick and timber should be built on the site, and the tenants evidently complied. Similarly, new brick houses were built in a court off Throgmorton Street in 1666 and some of them were ‘scarcely finished’ by the time of the fire.35 But the rate of rebuilding was such that timber-framed buildings still predominated.


In 1658 James Howel expressed his disappointment that measures for the adoption of brick had not been more successful, because one effect would have been to make the City ‘lesse subject to casual fyrings’. He was also aware of the aesthetic qualities of brick building, which would have ‘conduced much to the beauty of her Streets and uniformity of Structure’. A petition from the Company of Tilers and Brickmakers a few years earlier had also pointed out that such building in brick was ‘very graceful’ to the City, as well as rehearsing the familiar arguments that brick-and-tile construction was a safeguard against fire and reduced the consumption of timber.36


The regulations issued between 1580 and 1666 reflect a widespread anxiety about the growth of the city and the deleterious effect which its expansion was thought to have on the economy and society of the remainder of the country, together with concern about the urban environment and the danger of fire. There seemed to be good cause for such concern, for the population of the metropolis grew from 120,000 in 1560 to 200,000 in 1600 and continued to rise, doubling to at least 400,000 by 1650. But the overall figures conceal changes in the pattern of growth. The influx was such that during the early seventeenth century the suburbs grew more rapidly and became more populous than the City. Indeed, from a peak of 135,000 inhabitants around 1640, the population of the City actually began to fall and by 1660 had dropped back to 105,000, a figure only slightly higher than that for 1600.37 There was a further decline in the middle of the 1660s because of the plague. Most of those who had fled to escape the epidemic would have returned by the summer of 1666, anxious to secure their property and resume their businesses. Pepys moved his household to Woolwich early in July 1665, but brought them back to London at the beginning of the following January, and Evelyn’s wife and family, who left London for his house at Wotton in Surrey at the end of August, returned during the first week of February.38 Indeed, those responsible for collecting the hearth tax reported that in London, unlike some provincial towns, the houses were ‘presently filled’ after the plague. Nevertheless, the population must have been reduced in the short term by the high mortality in the epidemic of 1665. This had affected the suburbs most severely, but the City itself had also suffered badly, with 15,200 deaths during the year in the parishes within the walls, almost two-thirds of them attributed to plague.39


At the time of the Great Fire, therefore, pressure on space within the City had eased considerably, although the consequences of the population boom remained. These included the shoddy buildings which had been rapidly constructed to cope with the demand. In 1647 a complaint was made that some empty houses in an alley off Finch Lane had been allowed to fall into ruin. Part of the structure had actually collapsed ‘and by the fall thereof hath slaine three persons’ and the remainder was supported on props. An almost equally dangerous house in Bucklesbury was ‘very old and ruinous and propped up and was ready to fall’ by the time of the fire. The subdivision of houses for occupation by several households and the interconnection of rooms between buildings increased the fire hazards. The Three Crowns in Christ Church parish, for example, had some rooms which were ‘intermixed with other houses’.40 Other problems included the conversion of structures such as stables, barns and haylofts into dwellings, and the erection of tenements in narrow alleys running back from the street front. By 1638 there were at least 857 dwellings within the City classified as tenements, almost a quarter of them in the riverside parish of St Michael Queenhithe. The situation was far worse in the suburbs, however, where 1,856 tenements were recorded in the two parishes of St Botolph without Aldgate and St Botolph without Bishopsgate.41


Enforcement of the various regulations aimed at preventing new building had evidently been unsuccessful. Some owners may have chosen to ignore the restrictions, hoping to get away with it, but others obtained licences granting them exemption. As a fee was payable for a licence, the process was regarded as a source of revenue, not just a means of controlling building. It was primarily to produce income that the process was revived in 1657, with an Act ‘for preventing the multiplicity of Buildings in and about the Suburbs of London and within ten miles of the same’. Occupiers of houses erected since 1620, without four acres of adjoining land, were liable to a fine of a year’s rent of the premises, although the City itself was exempt. This measure produced almost £41,000 in 1657–8.42


With or without a licence, much construction on new foundations evidently went ahead, as well as the subdivision of houses. The site of a stable and vacant ground in Little Old Bailey was used to erect forty dwellings, for example. Even where there were few infringements of the orders regarding new structures, the problems of pressure on existing accommodation remained. Although there seems to have been little new building within the City during the 1630s, there was still ample evidence of overcrowding and the division of property. St Margaret Moses, Friday Street, contained ‘An Alderman’s house’ divided between four households, two households in another ‘house divided’ and ‘an Inn divided into tenements’, while Silver Street in St Alban’s, Wood Street, contained a house with a separate family in each of its ten rooms, and in St Michael’s, Cornhill, a property in Harp Alley contained six rooms ‘let to 64 persons’ and another in Harrow Alley had six rooms ‘let to diverse’. Nor was the population a settled and stable one, a feature which attracted the attention of Abraham Hayne, rector of St Olave’s, Hart Street, who complained of the ‘sudden shifting and leaving of tenements and non-solvent people’ in his parish.43


The alleys and courts behind the wealthier street-front properties contained about a third of the City’s inhabitants, and it was in these dwellings that the worst overcrowding could be found, and hence the greatest risk of fire. Ralph Treswell’s plans of various sites across London in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries graphically convey the density of buildings and lack of open space, with small cottages of two and three storeys packed around the alleys and yards at the back of the larger buildings. The resultant social mixing of wealthy citizens in the more substantial shops and houses fronting the main streets and their poorer neighbours in the smaller and overcrowded properties to their rear seems to have been found throughout the City. Allhallows, Lombard Street, was one of the broad band of comparatively wealthy parishes that ran across the centre of the City from east to west, but nevertheless it contained more tenements than houses.44


Treswell’s surveys also show that London dwellings contained a high proportion of heated rooms; a half of those in the average small- to medium-sized houses contained a fireplace.45 Domestic fires were among the causes of fire described in the Seasonable Advice for preventing the Mischief of Fire issued by the lord mayor in 1643, with ‘bad hearths, chimneys, ovens … clothes hanged against the fire … leaving great fires in chimneys’ specifically mentioned. Other dangers that were itemised included the careless use of candles in hazardous surroundings, the disposal of hot cinders in baskets or wooden containers, lights placed where they could be knocked over, and the combustion of wet hay, straw or corn.46


The fire risks produced by overcrowding, inadequate, obstructed or clogged chimneys, the storage of fuel and dangerously placed workshops were not ignored. Indeed, in this respect as in others, the City was closely governed and regulated, not only by the corporation itself, but also by the officers of the twenty-four wards that lay north of the river. Fire hazards were reported and the offenders instructed to remove or correct the fault, with fines imposed on those who did not comply. Among other infringements of the byelaws, householders in Cornhill ward were reported for throwing out cinders, using a hot press, drying boards and storing wood chip in a room where fires were lit, and constructing dangerous chimneys. The assiduousness of the investigators is shown by the presentment of Humphrey Blake for having a stove which was a fire risk, although his house was not in a prominent position, for it stood at the rear of houses in Threadneedle Street.47


If the preventative measures failed and a fire did break out, a swift response was essential. The Seasonable Advice urged that smoke or the smell of burning should be investigated and not ignored. A fire that broke out at night was potentially more dangerous than one which began during daylight hours, not only because it took longer for fire-fighters to assemble, but also because a fire could be well established before it was detected. Fire protection was one of the night-watchmen’s chief duties and during a hot dry spell the numbers of watchmen could be increased and householders instructed to leave pails of water outside their doors overnight, so that they were ready to hand in an emergency. Indeed, the Common Council required each householder in the City to keep a bucket of water by the street door during the summer months.48


The fire-fighting equipment that was available consisted chiefly of leather buckets, fire-hooks and ladders. The fire-hooks were used rather like grappling irons to unroof, or even to pull down, buildings in the path of the fire. Pickaxes, shovels, crowbars and chisels were also useful, for digging up water pipes and then cutting them open, and brooms and long-handled swabs were kept for beating out the flames. Hand-held water squirts were developed in the sixteenth century, but the major innovation during the period was the fire-engine, which was introduced in the second quarter of the seventeenth century and widely adopted in London and many provincial towns.


A ready supply of equipment was essential and was achieved by requiring the parishes and livery companies to keep a specified number of buckets, ladders and fire-hooks. In the early 1640s each of the larger companies was asked to hold three dozen buckets, two ladders, two ‘great hooks with chains’, pickaxes, spades and shovels, and one fire-engine. The companies and the wards also kept small brass squirts; Cornhill ward bought three of these in 1649, for example, for the modest sum of £11 10s, which also included twenty-seven buckets. Leather buckets dried out and split if not maintained and they were also likely to be taken away and used for purposes other than fire-fighting and either spoiled or mislaid. Because of this the numbers fluctuated considerably. The churchwardens of St Martin Outwich had custody of fifteen buckets in 1633, brought this up to thirty in 1640 with the purchase of another fifteen, but had only seven by 1652, before further purchases increased the stock to twenty-four, which became the standard number for the parish.49


Leather fire-buckets were obtained from the founders in Lothbury, who were also the principal manufacturers of fire-engines, which had been developed in Germany. John Jones, a merchant, was responsible for acquiring the first engines to be used in England. Acting with the help of his brother Roger and at the instance of the Court of Aldermen he brought two engines to London early in 1625, apparently from Nuremburg. In February that year he was granted a patent awarding him a fourteen-year monopoly for making and selling engines ‘for the casting of water’ and claimed that with a crew of ten a fire could be put out using an engine ‘with more ease and speed’ than 500 men equipped with buckets and ladders. Jones died during the severe outbreak of plague later in 1625, but the City invested in further acquisitions. In October Alderman Hammersley acquired two more engines, from Hamburg, and by June 1626 he had brought over eleven other ‘Engines or water spouts’, which were distributed around the city.50
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