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London was a busy city in 1666. 
It was very crowded. The houses 
were built using a lot of wood 

and they were very close 
together. Inside their homes 

people used candles for light and 
cooked on open fires. A fire 
could easily get out of control 
and in those days there were no 
fire engines to stop the fire from 

spreading.

In September 1666 
there was a terrible 
fire in London. 

They had very little 
equipment to fight 

the fire with!

A fire squirt aimed 
water at the fire. 
How did it work?

This handle pulled the 
water in and pushed it 

out again. How?

Fire hooks like the ones in 
this picture were used to 
pull down roof tiles or 
even buildings to try to 
stop the fire spreading.

Leather fire buckets were filled with water from 
the river and passed along a chain of people. 
It was a long way from the river to the fire!

Pick axes were used to dig up water pipes which 
were then cut open to give water.

This picture shows one of the very first ‘fire engines’. 
They were made so that a jet of water could be 
aimed at the fire but they needed a good supply of 
water. The new fire engines had a tank filled with 
water but this was soon used up and the tank 
emptied. They had to be refilled with water from the 
river. The first picture shows a woman hurrying to the 
river for another bucket of water to fill the tank.

The fire burned fiercely for 
four days and afterwards 

everyone knew that 
something had to be done 
to stop a fire like that ever 

happening again.

The Great Fire cost a lotlotlotlot of money and because it 
was so expensive to rebuild all the houses and 
other buildings a decision was made. 
New houses were to be built of brick and stone, 
materials that wouldn’t burn so easily.

People then had to be persuaded to insure their 
property against fire. This meant that they had 
to pay some money every year just in case their 
building was damaged by fire. If they had a fire 
and their property was damaged, the insurance 
money they had paid would pay for repairs.

At first there were three ‘societies’ that offered 
to insure buildings if people would pay them. 
They were the Fire Office, the Friendly Society 
and the Hand-in-Hand Office.

While building owners paid for insurance the 
insurance companies started setting up their 
own fire brigades but, they wouldn’t go to 
any fires if the owners of the buildings weren’t 
insured with them! 

Building owners who were 
insured had to put their 
insurance company’s ‘fire 
mark’ on their wall. When 
a fire was reported the 
insurance fire fighters all 
rushed to it but only the 
insurance company whose 
mark was on the building 
actually fought the fire 
while the others went 
away.

A Hand-in-Hand Office 
fire mark 

This picture shows what fire engines looked like at the time. They were 
very different to the ones we have now. How do you think it worked? parish hand pump of the early 18th Century 

This is another 
‘fire engine’ that 
was made in the 
early 1700s.

It was made of 
wood.
Can you see its 
wooden ladder?
Wooden ladders 
burned easily.

Eventually all the insurance companies realised 
that it would be better to work together and 200 
years after the Great Fire the London Fire 
Brigade was formed.

This is a horse 
drawn steam fire 
pump that belonged 
to the London Fire 
Engine Establishment 
established in 1833.
It was made of 
metal.      Link

What was it like after the fire?

Most of the walled area of the city of London had 
been destroyed by the fire, from Fleet street in the 
west to the Tower of London in the east, and 
north from the bank of the River Thames to the 
wall at Cripplegate. In this area no buildings had 
survived the fire although churches made of stone, 

and especially their towers, were only 
partly destroyed. In many places the 
ground was too hot to walk on for 
several days afterwards!

What about the people?

At least 65,000 people had been made homeless 
by the fire. At first they camped out in fields 
outside the city walls but within days of the fire 
being put out they moved to other parts of 
London or to villages nearby. 

In the areas that hadn’t been burnt the 
rent for somewhere to live became 
very high. Many goods had been 
destroyed by fire and many people 
suddenly found themselves very poor 
indeed!

What else happened after the fire?

After the fire most of London had 
to be rebuilt. The old London had 
been crowded and dirty. The new 
London was cleaner and healthier.

Architects began to plan the 
new city. There were 9000 
homes to be rebuilt!



They couldn’t change the whole city because 
people who owned the buildings that had been 
destroyed by fire wanted to build new buildings 
in exactly the same places.

They did widen some streets though 
and the new buildings were made of 
brick and stone rather than wood. 
They also made rules about how tall 
buildings could be: 2 storeys on 
lanes, 3 storeys on large streets and 
by the river and 4 storeys for 
important buildings.

Sir Christopher Wren designed and built a new 
St. Paul’s Cathedral.

Link Link to virtual tour

before the fire

after the fire

By 1672, six years after the fire, nearly all the 
rebuilding of houses was finished but it took 42 
years to build the new St. Paul’s Cathedral!
.
It was decided that only 51 
of the original churches 
(there had been 87) 
should be rebuilt and 
Sir Christopher Wren was 
responsible for designing and 
building these.

Sir Christopher Wren also 
designed and built  the 
Monument to the Great Fire 
of London.

There is a 
viewing 
platform at 
the top of 
the 
building.

This is what the base 
of the monument 
looks like.

These are 
illustrations from a 
magazine called ‘The 
Graphic’ in 1891, 
200 years after the 
fire.
You can see the 
spiral staircase inside 
the monument going 
up to the viewing 
platform at the top.

Is London today better than 
London in the past?

How and why or why not?

You have seen lots of evidence that tells 
us what London was like in the past. 
Now you have to make up your minds.

Points to note (from QCA section Four)Points to note (from QCA section Four)Points to note (from QCA section Four)Points to note (from QCA section Four)
Children could be told that people started to take out fire insurance after the 
fire. Teachers could make links with personal, social and health education and 
citizenship education by talking more generally about fire safety and the work 
of the fire brigade. 
There are opportunities to develop this activity further by looking at the 
rebuilding of London and the work of Sir Christopher Wren. This would be 
particularly suitable for children who know London and schools that have ready 
access to the city. 

Link to all Fire Services
Link to London Fire Brigade
Interactive Link to A Day In The Life Of A Fire-fighter
Link to welephant 
Link to staywise
Link to school fire safety toolbox 
Link to leaflets & Posters
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