The Great Fire Of London
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Why did it
spread so far
and stay alight
so long?

Here is a drawing of a street in
London.
What do you notice?
What do you
think the
houses were
made of?
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What do you
think it was
like in those
days?

Most of the buildings
were made mainly of
wood and had
thatched (straw)
roofs. Straw was
also used to
cover the floors.
It even covered the streets.
To get around the city people either walked or, if
they were rich, owned horses so there were lots
of stables amongst the houses and shops. Straw
was stored in the stables and the outbuildings.

Do you need some
more clues or have you
got some good ideas
about why the fire
spread so far and for
so long?

Also ……
It had been a hot summer and the timber that
was used in the buildings was very dry so it
burned easily.
And ……
There was a strong wind blowing and the wind
helped to spread the fire from building to building
because they had been built so close together.
And ……
It was a long way to the river to get water!

Wood and straw burn easily. There were a lot of
fires that were started by accident but luckily they
were put out before too much damage had been
done.
Just 30 years
before the Great
Fire there had
been a serious fire
at one end of
London Bridge.
Many of the wooden buildings were destroyed.

The houses were all built very
close together and there was a
lot of rubbish left lying
in the streets.
Important
people in the
city knew that
there was
always a risk
of fires
starting
accidentally.

Open fires burned in houses,
shops and workshops. There
were even fires burning in
braziers in the streets.
Ovens would have fires to
heat them.

That fire had
started when a
maid servant left
a bucket of ashes
under some
wooden stairs.

After that fire some
people said new
buildings should be
built with bricks but
instead they were built
using wood again!

The ashes were still glowing red and were so hot
that they set fire to the wooden stairs.
The fire spread and 43 houses on the bridge
were destroyed. Many of the shops were also
burned and damaged and they left a large gap
at the end of the bridge.

The Great Fire began with a little fire in a bakery.
The bakery was in a street called Pudding Lane.

The fire spread from the bakery to other buildings
in Pudding Lane. Why did it spread?
Can you think of some reasons why the fire
spread?
The houses were built with lots of wood and
many had thatched roofs.
The houses were very close together.

A model of what
it was like then.

Photographs of
Pudding Lane now.

Link

There were other reasons why the fire spread.
The streets were very narrow and there were often
‘traffic jams’ just like today but the traffic then was
made up of carts, wagons, horses and people on
foot. During the fire the passageways were blocked
by people trying to move their goods to a safe place
or fleeing the fire. They were also blocked by people
who had already lost their homes and were camping
in the streets with all their belongings!
It made it very difficult for the people who were
trying to get towards the burning buildings to try to
put out the fires.

Cooking would have been done over an open fire similar
to this one and candles were used to give light.

Not many people nowadays have an
open fire burning in their house but
at the time of the Great fire of
London everyone had an
open fire of some kind.

KEY
Do you remember how the fire started in a
small area and spread to a bigger area?

There was a lot of rubbish in the streets.

Many houses and other buildings were destroyed by
the fire. Churches were destroyed too including
St. Paul’s. You can see how crowded London was!

This is what the old St. Paul’s looked like before
the Great Fire of London.

This is a drawing that shows what happened
to it in the Great Fire of 1666.

This is what it looked like after the
fire in 1666.

Before

Christopher Wren built the new
St. Paul’s Cathedral. It is still
standing today although parts of
it have changed over the years.

After

Before the fire.

How did
people try to
escape from
the fire?

Why do you think
people hid from the
fire in churches and
stone buildings and in
boats on the river?

How was the new
one different to
the old one?

Can you
remember
what they
used to fight
the fire?

This was Christopher
Wren’s design for a new
St. Paul’s Cathedral.
Before the fire St. Paul’s
was one of the most
famous buildings in
London. After the fire it
was a ruin.

Leather
buckets
full of
river
water
Fire hooks, axes
and ropes
Gun powder
Fire squirts

After the fire.

How effective do you
think these things
were?

At the time of the Great Fire of London there
was no fire brigade.
People had to carry
water from the River
Thames in buckets
and it took them a
long time to do this!

If there was a fire in
London today what would
happen?
Would it be the same as it
was in 1666 or would it be
different now?

Nowadays if we have a fire we can
dial 999 to call the fire brigade
and a fire engine will arrive.
Firemen will have the right
equipment to put out the fire!

How would it be different?
It was impossible for them to put out the big fire
even though people made a human chain to pass
the buckets along towards the fire.

This is a drawing
that shows how
the fire squirt
was used.
What would our
firemen use
today?
What else is
different in this
picture?

Then
Now

Objectives
Children should learn:
•why the fire spread so far for so long
•what makes cities safer from great fires today
Activities
Show the children pictures of typical seventeenth-century houses, churches
and street scenes. Encourage them to describe the street scene and what
the houses are made from. Discuss with the children the reasons why the
fire spread rapidly and why people took refuge in churches and in boats
on the river.
Encourage the children to think about who helps to fight fires today.
Explain that there was no fire brigade at the time.
Ask the children to match 'heads' and 'tails' of sentences about the fire,
eg 'The fire spread because...of the direction of the wind.' 'The people
escaped to the churches because...these were built of stone.'
'The fire went out because... the wind stopped.’
Outcomes – Children…
•describe the key features of houses and streets in the seventeenth century
•give one or more reasons why the fire spread quickly, and why it stopped
•know where people went for safety
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