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Praise for Show Me the Bodies


‘Show Me the Bodies is a staggering achievement, both a testament to the victims, the bereaved and the community of Grenfell and a painstaking, forensic investigation into the causes of the crime itself. Yet it is also an unflinching portrait of UKplc: a divided, deregulated, privatized and neglected kingdom where profit for the few always triumphs over the health, safety and lives of the many, where the victims are always left voiceless, and where the dead never find justice or peace. And where, most damningly of all, we still choose not to act and so still let crimes such as Grenfell happen, over and over, again and again. In short, this is the most harrowing, moving, powerful and important book of the year, and one which every citizen should read. And remember. And learn from and then act upon.’


David Peace, author of the Red Riding Quartet


‘Working from painstaking daily reporting from the inquiry, alongside extensive interviews with the bereaved and survivors of the Grenfell atrocity, Apps has written a concise, devastatingly detailed and upsetting book … From architects to politicians, all decision makers should read Show Me the Bodies.’


Emma Dent Coad, former MP for Kensington


‘Peter Apps has written a searing indictment of what he rightly calls “the most serious crime committed on British soil this century” in this forensic account of the deregulation, cost-cutting and sheer negligence behind the Grenfell fire and its human cost. It’s essential reading if we are to avoid such needless tragedy in the future.’


John Boughton, author of Municipal Dreams


‘Compelling, rigorous, utterly forensic and so very needed. This book has to be the moment that things change.’


Lucy Easthope, author of When the Dust Settles
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INTRODUCTION


It should have been a normal flat fire. It was just an electrical appliance malfunctioning in a flat on the sixth floor of a 1950s council block. The London Fire Brigade (LFB) attend these sort of events every day. Often, they put it out without the other residents of the building even knowing. But this fire would be different.


The tower block had been poorly maintained and serious fire safety defects had been allowed to fester. Residents had raised their concerns without any success. A legally required risk assessment had not been carried out. Worse, a recent refurbishment had seen highly combustible panels fixed to the external wall.


It was the middle of a hot summer when the fire broke out, the flames licking through an open window, igniting one of the panels. It began to spread up the building, threatening other flats.


This took the fire service by surprise. Fire is not supposed to spread from flat to flat. As call after call came in from trapped residents, the call handlers fell back on the textbook advice: ‘stay put’. On the ground, the rescue operation became chaotic. This was outside the firefighters’ training and they didn’t know how to respond. Outdated equipment hindered the co-ordination of the response. Command was passed rapidly from one officer to another. Key information necessary to save the trapped residents was not conveyed to the teams on the ground quickly enough. Residents were left waiting desperately for help that never came. If they had been told to flee, they would likely have lived.


Harrowing 999 calls, which would later be played at a mammoth public inquest, recorded the rising panic of those trapped as smoke filled their burning flats. The fire ripped through the poorly maintained building. Fire doors failed. Eventually, the single staircase filled up with pitch-dark, choking smoke. In just one bathroom, two mothers and their three children died, including a baby born just weeks before.


‘The council were aware of our concerns. We told them we needed certain measures put into place,’ one resident told the Evening Standard just days after the fire. ‘But every time we complained, they told us they had taken our concerns on board, but nothing ever happened.’1


Questions rapidly emerged about other social housing tower blocks around the country, as it appeared some of the safety issues which had turned this fire into a disaster were widespread. Amid a storm of criticism, the fire service said it would review the stay put advice it had given trapped residents. It was Britain’s worst ever tower block fire. Politicians solemnly promised it would never happen again. These promises would be broken.


Because this wasn’t the Grenfell Tower fire of 2017. It was a fire at Lakanal House, a tower block in Southwark in south east London, in 2009.


Three adults, two children and one twenty-day-old baby lost their lives in a terrifying, painful, public and avoidable tragedy. But the bodies of Helen Udoaka and her daughter Michelle, Dayana Franciquini and her children Thais and Felipe and Catherine Hickman were not enough to persuade this country to change course.


The fire that killed them demonstrated all the fundamental flaws that would lead to the horrors seen at Grenfell Tower eight years later: combustible external panels allowed the blaze to spread out of the flat of origin and climb up the building’s exterior; internal breaches to fire protection allowed smoke and flame to spread through the building; and the fire brigade’s blind faith in its advice to stay put resulted in the victims losing their chance to escape.


All of this was known well before flames engulfed Grenfell Tower. We simply chose not to act. Regulations went unamended and plans to avoid a repeat of the disaster were not made. Warning voices were ignored.


It tells us something about how we are governed, and the priority our political and economic system places on human life – especially when those lives are likely to be poor, immigrant and from ethnic minority backgrounds. Grenfell was the result of a series of choices, the sum of state neglect and corporate wrongdoing across a variety of areas, the epicentre of myriad defects in our social fabric. More than anything, it was a result of political choices. ‘Grenfell is a lens through which to see how we are governed,’ said Stephanie Barwise QC, a lawyer representing the bereaved and survivors of the Grenfell Tower fire in December 2021.2


This book will peer through this lens. The picture it unveils should appal us. Over a period of at least thirty years, our representatives chose time and again not to act on mounting evidence that something needed to be done to prevent a disaster in a high-rise building. They deliberately ran down, neglected and privatised the arms of the state that might have otherwise avoided the need for this book. And they allied themselves with a corporate world that evinced an almost psychopathic disregard for human life.


If you think this is hyperbole, consider the below – all of which will be explained in the pages to come. An employee at one insulation manufacturer described a fire test on a system containing its product as ‘a raging inferno’ in 2007, but buried the testing and marketed it specifically for use on high-rise buildings. When its fire performance was questioned, one manager said those raising issues could ‘go fuck themselves’. Senior figures at a cladding manufacturer exchanged emails internally saying the company was ‘in the “know”’ about its product’s poor performance, but told its salespeople to keep its true fire performance ‘VERY CONFIDENTIAL!!!!!’. And one internal document speculates about the commercial consequences of a fire in a tower block clad with its product killing ‘60/70 persons’. Both those materials would end up on Grenfell Tower.


Consider a contractor whose staff bragged about being ‘quids in’ due to the additional profit margin they would gain by switching the cladding on the tower for the cheapest option. Consider another contractor dismissing the need for tough fire breaks by writing ‘as we all know; the ACM [cladding] will be gone rather quickly in a fire.’ Consider the management company that concealed reports of a faulty smoke extraction system and wrote ‘let us hope our luck holds and there isn’t a fire.’ Consider the fire service that fretted about issuing a public warning about the widespread use of combustible cladding in the capital as that would ‘let the cat out of the bag’.


Then consider a government whose officials internally laughed off calls for tighter fire safety regulations because of the impact on ‘UK plc’. That had paid for a test on the precise cladding product used on Grenfell Tower in 2001, saw that it failed devastatingly, sending 20m-high flames ripping through a test rig in just five minutes, but did not make a relatively simple tweak to official guidance to force it out of the market. And that wholly failed to implement the simple and clearly expressed recommendations the Lakanal House coroner made to prevent further deaths, with the official responsible for doing so writing that the government ‘did not need to kiss her backside’.


The government was bound to an ideology that said it should not regulate the private sector, but should instead reduce any restrictions to allow it to generate economic growth. In the years before Grenfell, this became an all-out assault on regulation, codified in a ‘red tape challenge’ and a ‘one in, three out’ rule which effectively banned the introduction of any stringent new rules on business. In the crucial but niche area of fire safety in high-rise buildings, this utterly undermined its ability to ensure the safety of its citizens.


Throughout, the government relied on the fact that deaths in fires were falling to justify its failure to tighten fire safety rules. This is said to have been expressed by officials with the following phrase: ‘Show me the bodies.’* There were simply not enough deaths to justify new restrictions on businesses. On 14 June 2017, our government got what it had asked for.


*


The Grenfell Tower fire killed seventy-two people, including eighteen children. It ripped families apart, traumatised an entire community, destroyed 129 homes and caused damage that, for many involved, can never be repaired. It is the most serious crime committed on British soil this century.


As I write, a police investigation remains underway, and a four-year public inquiry is reaching its final stages. That limits, to some extent, the conclusions that can be drawn from the evidence. Nonetheless, the evidence in itself paints a clear enough picture about the failures of the British state, the wrongdoings of various corporations and the incompetence of a string of public institutions.


It is a story about how these failures combined to inflict an appalling disaster on a west London community on 14 June 2017. Some families lost three generations in one night. Even those who survived the fire will carry the trauma of what they experienced forever.


Writing this book has always felt personal. On the morning of 14 June 2017, when I woke up to the images of Grenfell Tower on fire, my first thought was ‘it’s happened’.


I was working as news editor of Inside Housing magazine, a specialist publication for those who work in social housing, and in the months before we had written an ominous run of stories about fire safety. In March, my colleague Sophie had written about fears for other tower blocks, since some key changes recommended following the Lakanal House fire had not happened. Architect and fire safety expert Sam Webb told her ‘really serious questions’ should be asked in parliament about fire safety. He added that there was a ‘conflict’ between fire safety and the materials that are used to make buildings more energy efficient. He said: ‘The materials used are not fire-resistant and in some cases they’re flammable.’3


In April I had received a response to a Freedom of Information request I’d submitted regarding a fire in a block in Shepherd’s Bush in west London the previous summer. It revealed the building had panels made of polystyrene and plywood fixed to its wall, which had given the fire a route up its external walls after a tumble dryer caught fire and flames burst out of the kitchen window. The experts we spoke to were clear: this could happen again. ‘I’m worried about cladding systems in general. For a long time, people have been attaching things to the outside of buildings for insulation. It can be a catastrophic problem, particularly when flames can get in through windows and a “stay put” policy is in place,’ Arnold Tarling, a chartered surveyor, was quoted as saying in the piece. We headlined the article ‘A stark warning’.4 I planned a broader investigation into cladding safety for the summer.


We’d also been working on a piece which suggested fire risk assessments were out of date in dozens of blocks around London. We knew residents would be told to stay put in a fire, and if the protections in the building failed, they would likely die. Risk assessments were all that was in place to ensure these protections remained adequate, but the data revealed they were not being done with any regularity. Our piece was underway, but unpublished at the time of the Grenfell fire.


A couple of days before the fire, I walked past firefighters attending a fire in a tower block near my home in east London. The road was cordoned off and residents in their pyjamas stood around on the pavement looking up at the building. I thought about a comment I’d heard several times from fire safety experts: if Lakanal had happened at night the death count would have quadrupled.


And then it happened. In the days that followed I asked myself if I’d done enough to sound the alarm. I’ve heard the same reflection since from dozens of people who had some inkling that a catastrophe was coming. But while none of us can go back, we can at least keep pressing for meaningful change. This is what I have tried to do in the five years since and this book is the culmination of that reporting. It is an enraging story, one which points to the deepest fault lines in our society. And if we want to repair them, it is one we must hear.


 


_______________


* The witness statements of Sam Webb and Arnold Tarling said they had heard civil servant Brian Martin using this phrase. He denied having said it when asked at the inquiry.




1


12.54 A.M.


In a kitchen on the fourth floor of Grenfell Tower, smoke began to seep out from the bottom of a fridge-freezer. All three people in the flat were asleep. A smoke alarm in the kitchen began beeping, waking the man on a mattress in the front room.


This man was Behailu Kebede, an Uber driver. He was the occupant of the flat, which he shared with two lodgers. He had returned from work at 11.30 p.m., showered, changed and fallen asleep on a mattress in the living room.


At the sound of the beeping, he went and looked in the kitchen. He was startled at the scene.


Behailu went back to the living room to call 999. While he was on the phone, he banged on the doors of the two lodgers to warn them of the fire. He got through to the emergency services.


‘Fire Brigade,’ the operator said.


‘Yeah, hello, hi. In the fire is Flat 16, Grenfell Tower.’ ‘Sorry, a fire where?’


‘Flat 16, Grenfell Tower. In the fridge.’


‘The fire brigade are on their way. Are you outside?’ ‘Quick, quick, quick… It’s burning.’


‘They’re on their way already.’1


Behailu was making the call from the lobby of the fourth floor and now began banging loudly on doors on the landing, rousing his neighbours in the six flats on the floor. His neighbours recall the bangs on their front doors were ‘loud, mad knocking’. ‘He [Behailu] was frantic, distraught and panicky,’ recalls one.


Behailu dashed back to his flat and put on a pair of trousers. Reasoning that the fire may have been electrical, he switched off the red switch in his fuse box, cutting off the power to his flat. He then left his home and all his belongings: his black leather sofa, TV, fish tank, the picture of the Virgin Mary he had brought from Ethiopia. He would never return.


In the days to come, vicious media reports would carry the claim that he had packed a suitcase before leaving, with family members and friends pursued for comment and Behailu driven into hiding. The experience would have a severe and lasting impact on his mental health. These reports were entirely false. The inquiry praised Behailu’s actions, saying he ‘did exactly what a responsible person might be expected to do in the circumstances’.2 The problem was that many, many others had not.


*


During the Grenfell Tower Inquiry, the company that made the fridge, Whirlpool, had challenged the conclusion that this is where the fire began by suggesting that (among other things) someone might have flicked a lit cigarette through the open kitchen window of Behailu’s flat from the ground. The kitchen was on the fourth floor and this argument was dismissed as ‘fanciful’ by the inquiry chair, Sir Martin Moore-Bick, who followed two of his expert witnesses to the conclusion that the fridge was where the fire began.3


Behailu had bought this fridge five years previously in Brent Cross shopping centre for around £250. It had never been faulty before, apart from once when it iced over and had to be defrosted for a couple of days.4 There was no reason to expect it to burst into flames, other than the fact perhaps that white goods occasionally do. The London Fire Brigade attends, on average, one such fire a day. According to a series of Freedom of Information requests made by the consumer magazine Which? kitchen appliances caused some sixteen thousand fires across the country between 2012 and 2018.5


An expert report would later suggest that a fault in the bottom of Behailu’s fridge was to blame. The wires were improperly crimped, which made them vulnerable to overheating.6 The expert claimed the wire overheated, causing a small fire in the box holding them which subsequently lit the plastic insulation backing the fridge. This conclusion was strongly challenged by Whirlpool in its evidence, and the final report did not make a definitive judgement about exactly how the fire began.


Nonetheless, the wiring wasn’t the only issue with the fridge. Its plastic backing would not have been permitted in the US, where fridges are required to have a metallic casing. ‘That steel backing would help to contain an internal fire, keeping it inside the unit, for a long time,’ expert Dr John Glover told the inquiry.7 A prior inquest in 2014, into a death in a house fire in Newcastle-upon-Tyne, had raised concern about the insulation used in a Hotpoint fridge-freezer, after ‘very rapid’ fire spread.8 The fridge was a strange microcosm of the tower itself: clad in combustible plastic that let the flames spread despite prior warnings and tougher regulations elsewhere.


But at 12.54 a.m., this fire was still nothing unusual. It was the sort of incident that happens from time to time in a busy residential building. Blocks of flats should be built to withstand them. Grenfell Tower had almost certainly withstood such blazes and worse during its forty-year life. But now, things were different.


*


Behailu’s 999 call had been put through to the London Fire Brigade’s control room. Normally, this was based in Merton in south London, but on 14 June 2017 it had been moved to temporary premises in Stratford, east London.


The Stratford office is smaller and more cramped than the Merton base, with only sixteen desks for the operators, compared to twenty-nine in Merton. Merton also has two giant plasma screen TVs, which normally show a 24-hour news channel, and can be plugged into a feed from the police helicopter during an emergency. Stratford’s single plasma screen was not working. It had one small television in the corner that could not be linked up to the helicopter and was not turned on.


At 12.54 a.m. when Behailu’s call came in, it was a perfectly normal night. The night shift had been in since 8 p.m. and would clock off at 8 a.m. There were eleven staff on duty. The call was logged on the system and the computer automatically identified the three closest fire engines to send – two from North Kensington fire station and one from Kensington. A fourth was ordered minutes later from Hammersmith – a precaution given that the tower was a high-rise.


Over on the other side of the city from the control room, a siren went off in North Kensington fire station – raising the night shift from their sleep. The call sheet simply said Fire – Flat 16 Grenfell Tower, Lancaster West estate. Both of the station’s fire engines were readied for action and ten firefighters climbed aboard – led by their watch manager Michael Dowden. Michael had been a firefighter for fourteen years. He had been along to Grenfell Tower before to familiarise himself with the layout of the tower and the estate but had never fought a fire in the building. He had no particular reason, at this point, to worry, and neither did the rest of his crew.


‘From the information provided, there was nothing out of the ordinary and no cause for concern,’ recalls one.9 They expected to fight a simple flat fire and return to their beds in the station.


At this point they had limited information about the tower. The information in the brigade’s database about Grenfell was many years out of date: it was incorrectly listed as a twenty-storey building, not twenty-four. There were no plans, no helpful photos. A box marked ‘tactical plan’ was simply blank and dated 30 October 2009. The inquiry report would later call the missing information for Grenfell Tower ‘woefully inadequate’ and ‘inexcusable’.10On the short drive, misgivings started creeping in for the crew. The screen in front of the cab also flashed up the information that the control room had now taken ‘multiple calls’ about the fire. ‘I remember thinking “we have got something here”,’ recalls one of the crew.


1 A.M.


In the tower, on the thirteenth floor, a student, Tiago Alves, was watching Netflix. He had lived in the flat since he was a baby, and been to primary and secondary school nearby. He loved his home and his community. Children from the estate attended his former schools. ‘We’d always look out for one another,’ he says. ‘Everyone was extremely helpful, especially on the same floor. There was this sense of togetherness.’ As a young boy he would play football with his friends in the lobby outside his flat – kicking the ball around the area outside the lifts or heading down to the football pitches next to the tower. ‘To me it was my favourite place in the world,’ he says.


That evening, his mum’s cousin was in London visiting from South Africa. The family had eaten together at a restaurant in Kensington Village, having talked about politics and the soaring house prices in the area before returning to the flat for coffee. At half past midnight, his parents had left to drive their relatives back to the hotel and Tiago had gone to watch Netflix in his room. It was his summer holiday from his second year of university and he was due to go on holiday to Switzerland with friends the next day.


At close to 1 a.m., his father burst into their flat. Tiago heard the door bang open and immediately knew there was something wrong – his father was always very careful to open the door gently to avoid disturbing the neighbours.


‘Get dressed, there’s a fire in the building,’ he said. Tiago began pulling on his clothes, as his father woke up his sister Ines. She had an exam the next day – GCSE chemistry – and was annoyed to have been disturbed from her sleep. But Tiago’s father had seen the smoke from the fourth floor on his way up the tower and he was adamant his family were getting out of the building. He had grown up in an area of Portugal where forest fires are common. From his perspective, if you were above the fire, you had to escape.


Tiago grabbed his phone, keys and wallet and left the building with Ines. His father, Miguel, stayed in the building knocking on all the doors on their floor to warn his neighbours to flee. Due in part to this early warning, everyone on the thirteenth floor would survive.


Tiago and Ines met their mother on the way down the stairs. She had seen the firefighters arriving and had let them into the building. The family left and gathered together with a small band of residents on the ground floor. After rousing the residents, Miguel also left the building. He gave his key fob to Michael Dowden to ensure firefighters could easily get back into the tower.


The fire engine from North Kensington was the first to arrive at Grenfell Tower at almost exactly 1 a.m. – six minutes after the 999 call. As Michael Dowden got out of the cab and put on his high-vis commander tabard, Behailu Kebede ran over. He told him the fridge was on fire and that everyone was out of the flat. From the ground, firefighters could see the orange glow of flames behind his window.


One team of firefighters were tasked with setting up a ‘bridgehead’ on the second floor of the tower. This is the base from which the firefighting operation inside the building is run. Michael Dowden stayed outside.


After being let into the building, the firefighters tried to use a special key to take control of one of the lifts. This is usually part of the strategy for high-rise fires: firefighters override the controls of the lifts to use for their operation. But it did not work. They inserted a key into the lock and turned it, but could not get control.


This would be a problem. Without an override, they could not take it out of service for residents, who may get trapped in it if the fire spread. They also could not guarantee its use for moving their heavy equipment up and down the tower quickly.


Why did the lift key not work? This question took up substantial time at the inquiry, and the evidence is not yet settled. The view of an expert witness is that the firefighters who arrived on the night used a key which did not fit.11 But the Fire Brigades Union has strongly challenged the conclusion that this is what caused the lift to fail – pointing out that the switch itself was clogged with building debris left behind during the refurbishment of the tower.


One point worth making is that Grenfell had a complex ‘drop key’ mechanism for the lift override. A simpler option is available, more reliable and in use across much of Europe. The organisation that managed Grenfell Tower had chosen the more complex system because of a perceived risk of anti-social behaviour: they worried estate residents would buy skeleton lift keys online and deliberately take the lift out of service. They had also not fitted the lift with full firefighting features, including an escape hatch for firefighters, in part because of a perceived risk of anti-social behaviour, i.e. that residents might climb through the trap door and ‘lift surf’. Prejudice against social housing residents appears to have actively undermined the safety features of the building.


Unable to gain control of the lift, one of the firefighters called the lift in the normal way and they went up to the second floor. A pair went up to the fourth floor, plugged their hose into the dry rising main and waited for it to fill with water. When the water came through, two more firefighters were sent up, wearing breathing apparatus and carrying a thermal imaging camera to fight the fire.


Standing outside the building, Behailu Kebede was filming the orange glow of the fire in the window of his kitchen on his mobile phone. It was getting brighter.


1.07 A.M.


The two firefighters wearing breathing apparatus sprayed a little water against the door to test its heat. If it sizzled and evaporated, they knew they would be immediately confronted by a hot fire. Seeing that it did not, they broke open the door to the flat with an enforcer.


They began to work their way through the flat – studying the thermal imaging camera to try and locate the fire. Hazy, grey smoke filled the flat. As they approached the kitchen, this smoke became thick and dark, the corridor was pitch-black and they were reliant on their thermal imaging equipment to see. As the smoke poured out onto the landing, the other firefighters retreated to the stairwell. One of them went up to the fifth floor to see if the fire had spread upwards.


Outside, the atmosphere among onlookers was calm. Parents were pointing out the flames behind the window to their young children and telling them that’s why they should never play with fire. Behailu anxiously continued to film and Michael Dowden watched on. But the fire in the flat looked different. It appeared – somehow – to have breached through the window to the wall outside.


*


During the refurbishment, the tower had been fitted with new uPVC windows. These new frames were effectively glued on top of the old timber frames with a rubber membrane placed in between. The new windows were smaller than the old frames and needed to move out a few inches to sit within the new cladding system, which had also been installed on the external walls. This had created a gap between the old wall and the window, big enough to put your fist through. This gap had been filled with highly combustible insulation. In the top corner of the new window was a ventilation fan – sitting in a panel also stuffed with combustible insulation.


Much attention of three expert witnesses at the inquiry was devoted to precisely how the fire broke through this window. The eventual conclusion was that as the uPVC frame heated up, it began to melt and peeled away from the old wooden frame it was glued to, carrying the insulation board with it. The flames then simply burned through the rubber membrane and had an open route to the cladding system, the report said.* And this cladding system was extraordinarily combustible.


*


Shortly after 1 a.m., Rania Ibrahim made a video call to her sister, Sayeda. She told her there was a fire in the block and she was afraid she might not be able to leave. Her sister’s daughter phoned 999 on her behalf and reported her location – but were told the fire brigade was already aware of the fire and to stay calm.


Rania lived on the twenty-third floor with her two children – Fethia and Hania, aged four and three. Her husband, the girls’ father Hassan, was abroad attending to a seriously ill relative, and the three of them were alone in their flat. The family had moved into Grenfell Tower in February 2016. It had stunning views out across London. But it also made Rania afraid. She was claustrophobic and enclosed areas could provoke panic attacks. If there is ever a fire here, we will die, she had told another of her sisters, Rasha.


In fact, Rania had recently been plagued by fears of death. In March 2016, she visited Rasha in Egypt, where they had grown up, and told her she was having dreams about dying. But it was mostly a happy trip: Rasha was pregnant and Rania picked the name for her child, Sidra al-Muntaha, the name of a tree in heaven.


The two women had always been close. They grew up in the city of Aswan in southern Egypt and when Rania was born, Rasha was delighted to have a new sister in the family. Despite being a toddler, Rasha did not want anyone else in the family to hold the new baby. As teenagers, they had been inseparable – making regular trips to Cairo for Rasha to apply for a visa to join their older sister in the UK. ‘We loved going to the cinema and buying clothes on our way. We shared too many funny things to mention in our travels,’ Rasha recalled when I spoke to her in 2020.


After studying law at university, Rania had secured a visa to move to the UK and left Egypt in 2009. She married Hassan after meeting him at the local mosque and the family lived happily in west London, with many friends and relatives nearby. She continued to speak regularly to Rasha, who had stayed in Egypt, by video call.


But now she and her children were in danger. Her family waited, terrified, hoping the fire brigade would rescue her in time.


*


By 1.09 a.m. the fire had burst through the kitchen window and burning debris began tumbling down to the ground outside. The fire on the wall glowed white hot.


Michael Dowden told firefighters on the ground to direct their hoses above and below the window. On the advice of another watch manager present, Michael called for another two fire engines to attend.


The flat directly above Behailu’s was Flat 26. A family of four lived there. At some time around 1 a.m., the mother woke up from where she had fallen asleep on the sofa watching TV. There was a ringing coming from the kitchen and when she went in, she realised it was the free carbon monoxide alarm the council had given them about three years previously. The kitchen was full of smoke.


But she was confused: nothing appeared to be burning. She walked around the kitchen trying to find the source of the fire. It was a hot night and the window was open.


‘Within seconds of looking around the kitchen to try and find the source of the smoke, fire all of a sudden came through the kitchen window which was open and the blinds immediately caught fire,’ she recalls. ‘The blinds fell to the floor almost instantaneously. The colour of the flames was dark yellow/orange. The flames were covering the whole of the kitchen window which went up to the ceiling.’


The family fled, closing the door behind them. On the landing, they met the firefighter who had come to check the fifth floor. They told him their home was on fire.


Outside, the fire was now starting to climb up the building – burning up the shiny new cladding. ‘As we watched I could see the flames were on the outside of the building,’ says one witness. ‘I was stood there in shock. I could not stop watching while the fire went higher up the building.’


Each floor in Grenfell Tower from the fourth floor up had six flats arranged around a central lobby, which contained the entrance to the lift and the single staircase. The layout was identical up the building – so as the flames rose from Behailu’s kitchen in Flat 16, they began to attack the kitchen window of Flat 26 on the fifth floor, and then Flat 36 on the sixth and so on. The conversion of the bottom three floors of the building from commercial to nine residential flats had given the building its confusing numbering system: the flat numbers now corresponded to the floor three levels below. Above Behailu’s flat were 114 homes. Many of their windows were dark. The tower’s residents were sleeping, unaware of the danger growing below.


*


The cladding system on the walls of Grenfell Tower is known in the building industry as ‘rainscreen’. This involves attaching insulation boards to the external walls of the building, leaving a small gap to allow moisture to evaporate and then fixing external cladding panels to a metal frame in front of it. It is designed to improve a building’s appearance and insulation.


At Grenfell most of the insulation was made by a company called Celotex, out of the plastic polyisocyanurate. A smaller amount was made by their rivals Kingspan from a different plastic – phenolic foam. Both these plastics are flammable and emit toxic smoke when they burn.


The cladding panels were made from ‘aluminium composite material’, or ACM. ACM is effectively two thin sheets of aluminium held together by a plastic core. This makes the product more rigid, easier to cut and cheaper to produce than solid aluminium. But the downside is its fire performance.


The plastic bonding the metals together is polyethylene. It is made from petroleum, the same oil which powers our cars and warms our atmosphere, which is then converted into a resin, layered into sheets and set into plastic. It is literally solid petrol and will burn like it. In fact, in solid form it is denser and even more combustible.12 By the time of the Grenfell fire, the world had seen ACM go up in flames – and send fire tearing up the side of high-rise buildings – several times before.


This is what was starting to happen at Grenfell Tower.


*


Inside Flat 16, the firefighters reached the kitchen. One of the firefighters put a pulse of water in from the hose. It immediately turned to steam: ‘I thought “Wow”. It was hot and the steam cut through my PPE [personal protective equipment], I felt a burning sensation on my arms from my elbow to my wrists, around the back of my neck and head,’ one recalls. It was completely black and the thermal imaging camera was just showing white light. They tried to find a new way in and approached the door from the other side.


They did not know at this point that the fire now burning on the outside of the building extended two floors above.


Firefighters at the bridgehead on the second floor encountered residents from these floors as they fled their homes. ‘Some people started to come down the stairs. They said they were from floors five and six and that their flats were on fire. They appeared to be overcome with smoke, their eyes were streaming, they were coughing and spluttering and looked panicked,’ recalls one. ‘I thought they meant their flats were just filled with smoke rather than being on fire… It would be very unlikely that the fire would have licked up two floors. In my nineteen years in the LFB I have only been to one fire where the fire has licked up and caught the curtains, but never in a high-rise.’


The firefighters inside Behailu’s flat were eventually able to get into the kitchen, where one of the team was able to ‘knock it right out’. But the firefighters could still see the blaze stretching up the walls of the building outside. They desperately sprayed water onto the fire above them, but to no avail.


‘I remember the intensity of the flame,’ recalls one. ‘I can only describe it as huge balls of flame falling down along with debris; it didn’t stop; it was violent… We kept hitting it with water but it was having no bearing on the fire.’


By now it was 1.20 a.m. It was twenty minutes since the firefighters had first arrived, and twenty-six minutes since the first 999 call. The firefighters had arrived promptly. Despite being delayed by the lift, they had got into the flat as quickly as they could. The inquiry report concluded that they ‘acted as swiftly as they reasonably could’.13 But the fire was already racing up the building. It was too late.


*


On the ground outside, Michael Dowden was starting to feel the pressure. He could see the fire getting worse. He recalls that as he watched, he saw the flames begin to take hold on the walls outside and begin ‘spitting and sparking in a similar way to when magnesium burns’.


All glass windows will shatter and break eventually in a fire, and so once the blaze began to spread up through the cladding system it was inevitable that it would get into other flats. But the flaws which allowed it to break out through Behailu’s window likely also aided its journey back into the homes of residents on higher floors. The uPVC frames would melt and deform, and the combustible insulation, rubber membrane, extractor fan and gaps in the system provided ample opportunities for the fire outside to get in.


In a flat on the seventh floor, a resident walked into his kitchen to find the extractor fan in the window burning. It dropped into the kitchen, hanging by the wire that supported it, and orange flame shot through and set his curtains on fire. He pulled them off and stamped the fire out, but more flames breached through the left-hand side of the window and suddenly the entire kitchen window fell inwards. Black smoke rushed into the kitchen, stinking of plastic. He shut the door and fled.


Another resident recalls: ‘As I got to the kitchen and looked down out of the window I saw a big fireball coming from the outside of the building. It was the colour of a burning sunset… The kitchen window then exploded inwards.’ One more described the extractor fan falling in and black smoke shooting into the kitchen ‘like water from a hose’.


Shortly before 1.20 a.m., Michael Dowden called for another two fire engines to attend. He was feeling increasingly overwhelmed: unaware of why the fire was progressing in the way it was, and without any real training or procedure as to how to fight it. The flames stretched up to seven flats above Behailu’s, rising at a rate of just over one floor every minute.


‘This is the point where I’m starting to become very consumed in terms of what was happening in front of me. I think the way it was increasing and developing, I’ve never seen anything like that before and it was almost that I was consumed by that in terms of the sensory overload,’ he said. He was transfixed by the spread of the fire up the building but thought it was an external fire only. He had not appreciated that it would, by now, be breaking into flats and setting them alight. He did not know that firefighters inside the tower were encountering smoke above the fourth floor. He did not consider ordering the evacuation of the tower.14


The Grenfell Tower disaster was now underway. It had been more than forty years in the making.





_______________


* Phase 1 report, volume four, page 537. The inquiry report notes a separate simulation of the fire in Flat 16, carried out by the Building Research Establishment in May 2019, which suggested the more likely route for the fire’s escape was the kitchen’s extractor fan. A firm view is set to be reached in the Phase 2 report.
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‘A DUMPING GROUND’


There are many points in history where the road to the Grenfell Tower fire could begin. But the one I will choose is 5.45 a.m. on 16 May 1968. On the eighteenth floor of a newly built tower block called Ronan Point in Canning Town, east London, a cake decorator, Ivy Hodge, lit a match to light her gas stove.


The resulting explosion blew her kitchen apart and caused one corner of the building to completely collapse. Four people were crushed and killed. Had it been later in the morning, or if the newly built block had been fully occupied, many more would have died.1


The flaws in Ronan Point were a product of politics. Amid a push to demolish and rebuild pre-war slums, successive governments competed to build more homes. Local government was encouraged and funded to build a new generation of social housing. And the encouragement was to build as high as possible: subsidies increased for every floor over five storeys. Between 1959 and 1967 an estimated 4,800 tower blocks were built. The new concrete skylines of our cities.


A new construction method had been discovered to build these tower blocks faster than ever before: large panel system building. This involved huge, preformed concrete slabs being driven to the site, craned on top of one another and fastened with bolts. It was rapid, efficient, modern and drastically reduced the number of builders needed on-site. The government got its housing numbers. The local authorities got their subsidies. Contractors and builders could make a lot more money building faster and cheaper.


But an awkward question was missing. Was it safe? The new buildings were like Jenga towers. If one block slipped, the entire structure could collapse. A young architect named Sam Webb began to fear a catastrophe. He had witnessed builders banging bolts flat with a sledgehammer because they didn’t fit the concrete slabs. ‘Nobody was really taking the safety issue seriously,’ he recalls. ‘It was huge money for them [the builders]. And everybody assumed that as the government was backing it, it had to be alright.’2


After one side of Ronan Point collapsed, investigations would reveal newspaper in joints that should have been filled with concrete, and rainwater seeping in between bolts. The links were weakened and when the gas cooker blew, the whole tower was ready to crumble.


But this was a political problem. What if all the blocks paid for by the government were unsafe? Where would the money come from to fix them? ‘The main object [of the official response] was to keep politicians, of both parties, out of trouble,’ says Sam.3 Even Ronan Point was not evacuated. Instead, its collapsed side was rebuilt, strengthening work was carried out and residents were told to return to their homes or lose their social tenancies. Sam, who was by now campaigning on their behalf, predicted that it was a mistake.


He was right. In the mid-1980s, following safety campaigns by residents alarmed by the appearance of large cracks in the building, the chair of Newham Council’s housing committee invited Sam to carry out checks on the building. He ripped a piece of wallpaper off a tenant’s wall and dropped it through one of the cracks. It disappeared down the long hole in the building. ‘One of the tenants said: “What have you done?’’’ he recalls. ‘And I said: “I have just killed Ronan Point.”’4


In 1984, the block was evacuated and its demolition ordered. But Sam wanted to see the true state of it, so it was taken apart carefully by his team of young architects and examined. ‘I knew we were going to find bad workmanship – what surprised me was the sheer scale of it. Not a single joint was correct,’ he recalled later.5


Following this, the housing minister in charge at the time said all blocks built in this way should be assessed.6 But the government never took charge of ensuring this work was completed and for many, it would never be done.


While this saga was playing out on the UK’s mainland, another disaster occurred on the Isle of Man. In August 1973, arsonists started a fire at an entertainment complex, Summerland, which had been built just two years previously. The blaze tore through the roof, made of combustible plastic, and the building was engulfed in flames with three thousand people inside. Fifty people were killed.


In these two disasters, we have the seeds of the Grenfell Tower fire. An out of control construction sector, a government unwilling to hear the truth about the risks, regulations failing to keep up with technology and the increasing use of combustible plastic as a building material.


These problems would never be addressed. In fact, new political forces were sweeping through the country which would only amplify them.


‘WE NOW HAVE THE OPPORTUNITY TO MAKE RADICAL CHANGES’


Construction work on Grenfell Tower finished in 1974. At this time, builders in London worked under a set of codes called the ‘London Model Byelaws’, which effectively ruled out anything combustible on a building’s external walls. This rule traced its history right back to the Great Fire of London in 1666 and a code that prohibited wood in favour of brick. ‘Bricke is not onely more comely and durable but alsoe more safe against future perills of Fire,’ the code said.7


This aversion to the use of combustible materials shaped London as a city of concrete and brick for three hundred years. I have heard one expert say it is part of the reason the city survived the incendiary bombing campaign by the Luftwaffe in World War II. But the old ways were being left behind.


In 1979, Margaret Thatcher led the Conservative Party to victory in the general election and embarked on a campaign to shrink the state. She is most famous for privatisation – British Gas, British Telecom, British Airways and a host of others were sold to private investors – but this was not all. Thatcher and her allies subscribed to an economic vision which said governments should avoid imposing rules on businesses and instead unleash markets to determine their own rules. She began a major campaign of deregulation.


This caught the construction sector in her second term. Michael Heseltine, then secretary of state with responsibility for housing, promised to deliver ‘maximum self-regulation, minimum government interference’ for the building industry.8


One arm of this was to part-privatise the enforcement of the rules. From now on, builders would be able to pay a private consultant, known as an Approved Inspector, to confirm their projects had complied with building regulations, instead of being required to seek sign off from the local council.


But the rules themselves were also changing. Designers and builders were hungry to be let loose to ‘innovate’: modern buildings, like new shopping malls, did not fit in well with old, prescriptive rules around – for example – the minimum time required to reach a fire exit. In a debate in parliament, one supportive MP said the aim was to reduce the ‘petty frustrations’ of big builders and ‘help keep costs down’. Mr Heseltine put it as follows: ‘The present system is far from ideal. Builders complain of the delays and costs which it imposes. Designers object to the limits that are imposed… We now have the opportunity to make radical changes.’9


In 1984, a new bill was introduced which aimed to sweep an estimated 350 pages of previously existing building regulations into the bin, and replace them with just 24 headline standards. All local and regional codes would be replaced – including the tough restrictions relating to external fire spread enforced by the London model byelaws.


The new regime shifted from being ‘prescriptive’ to ‘performance-based’. This meant rather than being given a book of rules to follow, builders would simply be told to achieve certain outcomes and left to decide how to do it themselves. For external fire spread, the new rule became: ‘The external walls of the building shall resist the spread of fire over the walls and from one building to another, having regard to the height, use and position of the building.’


Alongside these ‘performance-based’ regulations, the government introduced new, non-mandatory ‘approved documents’ containing official guidance about how to meet the standards. The rules about fire were contained in Approved Document B.


There were those who issued warnings. As the act neared Royal Assent, Labour peer Lord Sydney Irving tried to sound an alarm: ‘I hope that when the government come to consider the building regulations and the guidance in the approved documents they will not permit any relaxation in such matters as non-combustibility and remember that on such occasions when building standards have been relaxed it has often led to disaster.’10


His warnings fell on deaf ears.


‘WE HAVE RECEIVED…A REQUEST FROM MARSHAM STREET PRESS OFFICE TO PLAY DOWN THE ISSUE OF THE FIRE’


The concrete towers built with such enthusiasm after World War II were becoming increasingly uncomfortable by the 1980s. Many were draughty, cold and expensive to heat.


A new means of improving insulation was being developed: overcladding. This meant adding a system to the external walls of the block which would improve its thermal performance. But this could go wrong. As early as 1986, the government was aware that doing it carried a potential fire risk. ‘A risk of increased vertical fire spread has been identified during the laboratory testing of over-cladding systems incorporating combustible insulants,’ said a circular issued by the Department of the Environment (DoE) on 9 December 1986. ‘These emergent flames could re-enter the block via windows.’11
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