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FOREWORD

Earlier accounts of the Society for the Protection of Life from Fire certainly exist. None of them however presents
the circumstances of its formation, or the motivations of those involved, in quite the fascinating detail achieved
here by Roger Willoughby and John Wilson. They document the general history of fire fighting and fire rescues.
They follow the moves of various philanthropists to form a society aimed at protecting people from the fires that
were relatively commonplace in overcrowded London during the early nineteenth century. Then the authors
plot the progress of the Society for the Protection of Life from Fire and describe how the Society sponsored the
pioneering development of fire fighting equipment. They tell how the Society provided escape ladders and
ladder ‘Conductors’, at first in London and later in other big cities in Victorian Britain.

The authors’ account is inhabited by some of the biggest names in the land: Queen Victoria was the
Society’s Patron; the Duke of Wellington was a sometime President and Vice President; various Lord Mayors
of London occupied the President’s seat; Captain George Manby (inventor of the rocket line for shipwreck
rescues and also of a form of portable fire extinguisher) was an early Vice President. Aldermen and Members
of Parliament abound in the lists of the Society’s officers. To these Willoughby and Wilson add the wide cast
of characters and Society employees, who worked as conductors, propelling the wheeled, extending ladders to
fires far and wide in their endeavour to rescue those in distress.

Nothing is taken for granted from earlier accounts. The authors have evidently spent many hundreds
of hours researching the sometimes controversial history of the Society, its progress and the activities of those
who worked on its behalf. The published and unpublished sources of their research are copiously referenced
in this authoritative book. Their story leads on to the formation of public fire brigades, to some of which the
Society donated its fire rescue equipment. At this watershed in its history the Society retained its objective of
recognising the brave deeds of those who rescued people from fires. It had always made awards of medals,
money, testimonials or certificates (with watches being later granted) and, having passed on to public brigades
the practicalities of fire rescues, the Society continued to seek funds to enable it to make awards to the deserving
brave.

This continues to be the primary role of the Society in 2012. The Society’s list of cases is approaching
27,000, all of them involving nominations of people who have acted to rescue others from fire. Many of those
nominees have received awards, mostly in the form of certificates or testimonials, while some have been given
a Society medal for exceptional bravery. This is where Willoughby and Wilson particularly concentrate their
interest. Among the highly informative material in this book, Section III is a catalogue of all known recipients
of the Society’s medals and watches, together with often comprehensive details about the awe inspiring
circumstances of the rescues.

The medals awarded today are inscribed ‘DUTY AND HONOR' and the archaic spelling of ‘honor’
without the ‘v, together with the date 1843, reproduce the inscription and design of the medal the Society
adopted in the 1850s. The emphasis on ’duty’ anachronistically follows the pattern established when the Society
made awards to ladder Conductors in its own employment.

Today, however, the Society makes awards to recognise spontaneous acts of heroism motivated by a
sense of humanity rather than a sense of duty. Professional members of the fire and police services knowingly
expose themselves to life-threatening situations and they indeed act bravely to save lives but in doing so they
are acting in the course of duty. The Society only makes awards to members of the fire or police services who
perform acts of heroism beyond what might be expected in the course of duty or who involve themselves in
acting to save lives when they are ‘off duty’. The Society’s awards thus recognise acts of bravery ‘above and
beyond the call of duty” notwithstanding the wording of the medal!

Submissions made by the police and fire service authorities today mostly arise in respect of domestic
fires and road vehicle fires. There has been a drop in the number of submissions made in recent years, which
- to some extent — reflects the welcome decline in the incidence of domestic fires (from a peak of 72,500 in
1997 to approximately 50,000 at the present time). The decline in the number of road vehicle fires is even more
significant (from a peak of 102,000 in 2001 to around 50,000 today).

Awards have been made to individuals who have acted to rescue arsonists or people attempting suicide
from the fires they have caused. In some cases a rescuer’s attempts are resisted by a person under the influence
of alcohol, drugs, or a disturbed mental state and this increases the danger to which the rescuer is exposed. The
occasional case of a person attempting suicide by dousing himself or herself with petrol and setting themselves
on fire poses a very serious danger to a rescuer - the last thing that person consciously wants is to be ‘rescued’.

Very often, acts of bravery by members of the public are spontaneously or impetuously performed and
are without consideration for their own personal safety. These “have a go* actions of today’s heroes can run
counter to official ‘Health and Safety’ conscious advice to ‘leave it to the professionals’.

Without doubt, modern technology and safety consciousness will result in the incidence of fires
continuing to decline and the Society may experience an associated decline in the number of submissions for
awards. But the quality of heroism among the general population, which Roger Willoughby and John Wilson
comprehensively and uniquely record in this book, will surely continue, and the awards made by the Society,
even if fewer in number, will honour such acts of bravery. The Society is very grateful to the authors for
researching the Society’s history and then writing this fine book.

Mike Gale

Honorary Secretar

on behalf of the Trustees of the Society for the Protection of Life from Fire
February 2012
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1: FIRE-FIGHTING AND FIRE RESCUES

Fire-fighting in England was traditionally organised on a very piecemeal basis. Following the
Great Fire of London in 1666, the continuing inadequacy of such arrangements prompted the
government to pass an Act of Parliament in 1707: this made local parishes in the capital responsible
for maintaining access to the water mains, through stopcocks and water plugs, and supplying a
large engine, a hand engine, and a leather hose-pipe for local use. This equipment was
supplemented under an Act of 1774 by three ladders per parish, which were intended to assist
people in escaping from burning buildings. The deployment and use of such equipment fell to
local constables and other willing individuals, often on an ad hoc basis and typically with very
variable results. The factors thus hampering fire-fighting in London included the sheer size of the
capital, the rudimentary nature of available equipment, limited funding and dedicated staff, and
various organisational issues. London had a population of some two million inhabitants by the
beginning of the nineteenth century and was growing rapidly. Buildings tended to be tightly
packed together and, although the majority were constructed of stone or brick, many contained
large amounts of timber both internally and externally. The water supply was poor, with wooden
water mains in the streets being only gradually replaced in the beginning of the nineteenth century
by metal pipes. The water supply in some London districts was still obtained from wells during
this period. The mains supply itself was intermittent and water pressure was often low, all of
which hindered attempts to fight fires.

Fire insurance companies, established from 1680, contributed equipment to key localities
and also established their own fire brigades. Their primary aim was to minimise damage to
property rather than saving lives. Nevertheless, contrary to popular opinion, these insurance
brigades would typically attempt to extinguish all fires they were called to and saved many lives in
the process.! By 1814 several insurance companies had combined to form a joint fire control in
London, which by 1825 was moderately effective. However, it was not until January 1833 that a
single London fire brigade, made up of the principal insurance brigades, was organised under the
title of the London Fire Engine Establishment. At its formation it had about 80 firemen under the
command of the pioneering Edinburgh fire-chief James Braidwood (1800-1861) and an annual
budget of £8,000. This establishment, as will be discussed, continued to operate until 1866 when it
transferred the whole of its apparatus to the Metropolitan Board of Works (itself superseded by the
London County Council in 1889). Outside London, arrangements were left to the local parishes
and other authorities, some of which developed significant brigades, of which Edinburgh had led
the way in 1824 with a municipal brigade.

The London Fire Engine Establishment was an important organisational improvement,
though the scale of the fires it faced was significant. This is evident from an 1835 report in The
Times, which noted that:

On a careful review made yesterday of the returns made from the twelve
metropolitan stations to the head office since the 31 July, a period of 20 days,
they exhibit an astounding list, after omitting mere fires in chimneys, and such
minor accidents, of no less than 108 distinct houses or warehouses in London or
its immediate environs that had been on fire in the full sense of the word, within
this brief period. Of these, no less than 39 were destroyed, 26 greatly damaged,
many of these requiring large outlay before they can be made habitable, and 43
that have been slightly damaged. The value of the property sacrificed must be
immense; perhaps a quarter of a million sterling would be a moderate estimate.?

Indeed, fires within the capital were increasing in prevalence. Considering statistics from 1833 to
1849, the engineer William Baddeley (1808-1867) reported that the total number of calls for the fire
brigade rose from 592 to 1,003 per annum during this period; buildings damaged slightly by fires
rose from 292 to 582, those seriously damaged from 135 to 228, though the figures for those totally

1 For a good discussion of the insurance brigades see B Wright Insurance Fire Brigades 1680-1929: The Birth of the British Fire
Service, Chalford: Tempus, 2008.
2 The Times, 21 August 1835, p. 4.
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destroyed remained relatively constant, being 31 in 1833 and 28 in 1849. Where causation could be
identified (and leaving aside chimney fires), Baddeley’s report catalogued the most common
primary causes as deriving from accidents with candles (25%), defective flues (11%), gas (7%),
defective stoves (5.5%) and drying linen (4.5%).3

Inevitably, loss of life and injury due to fires became a major cause for concern: 57 fatalities
were reported in the five years ending 1837 in London alone and many more people were injured
or exposed to serious risk. With the London Fire Engine Establishment — funded by the insurance
companies — focussed primarily on limiting property damage, it was left to others to promote
schemes for saving those endangered by fires. Charitable or philanthropic schemes were by this
time a well-established tradition in health, education, social and religious spheres. Lifesaving
institutions included the Royal Humane Society, established in 1774, which encouraged lifesaving
particularly from rivers, and the Royal National Institution for the Preservation of Life from
Shipwreck (known more simply as the RNLI from 1854), established in 1824, which promoted
coastal rescues. None, however, specifically focussed on encouraging rescues from fires, though a
number of notable individuals were beginning to do so.

The most significant of these was George William Manby (1765-1854), FRS, who had
famously invented a mortar to fire a rope from the shore to stranded ships, the forerunner of the
breeches buoy apparatus. He was motivated to develop his invention after witnessing various
shipwrecks off Yarmouth and in particular the wreck of HMS Snipe on 18 February 1807, which
occurred just 60 yards off shore and resulted in the deaths of about 67 men. Manby’s invention was
taken up by the Admiralty and a series of mortar stations were established around the coasts.*

Following this invention, Manby’s attention was drawn to the danger of fires when he
witnessed a blaze in Edinburgh in January 1813. This broke out on the fifth floor of a building and
rapidly spread, the available fire engines being unable to reach the seat of the fire. Returning to
London, Manby was encouraged by the Right Hon George Rose to develop a means of tackling
such outbreaks. He first designed a portable fire extinguisher, describing this in a pamphlet
Considerations on Destructive Fires, and the Means of Prevention in Future, initially printed in July 1816.
In this, Manby argued that the insurance companies should continue to organise fire-fighting
‘because...they are the chief sufferers’ and urged them to sponsor his proposals. Manby
specifically argued that:

...a small quantity of water well directed, and early applied, will accomplish
what, probably, no quantity would effect at a later period. This has excited my
attempts to provide some portable and efficient means by which the anxious and
often important interval of DELAY would be obviated, and the fire OPPOSED
on the FIRST ALARM. To attain this object, I propose to apply a small quantity
of fluid, in a most EFFICACIOUS manner, from a PORTABLE Machine, (on a
principle very long known in science), requiring the simplest management, and
constructed with as little expense as possible, that it may be within the means of
purchase by numbers, in the hope that many houses will be furnished with it,
and at least those, under whose roof combustible materials are lodged, or
property which no insurance can replace, as papers, books, pictures and other
valuables. This machine is to be kept always charged, and when slung across the
body of a servant or watchman, is easily carried to any part of the building on
fire, however difficult to access. On opening the stop-cock, the pressure of
condensed air instantly propels a stream of water with considerable force, that
may easily be directed with the most exact precision on the part in combustion, a
circumstance extremely important, when the incipient fire is not within reach of
efforts by the hand, and when the air, heated by the flames, prevents approach
to cast water upon it by common means...

A portable chest or box containing other engines, charged with water
impregnated by a solution of an ingredient best adapted to extinguish fire, will
be an appendage, that when the first engine has expended its store of
antiphlogistic liquid, a supply of others in succession may keep up a constant
discharge...until regular engines and plenty of assistance arrive, should the fire
not be entirely subdued by these first efforts.’>

3 Report by the General Board of Health on the Supply of Water to the Metropolis: Appendix I, London: HMSO, 1850, pp. 197-8.

4 For further details on Manby’s life and career see K Walthew’s From Rock and Tempest: the Life of Captain George William
Manby, London: Bles, 1971, and more briefly see the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2004, volume 36, pp. 389-390.

5G W Manby ‘Considerations on destructive fires, and the means of prevention in future’, London: W Calvert, 1816.
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The so-called antiphlogistic liquid consisted of a solution of ‘pearl-ash, or the potash of commerce’,
in water, which when applied ‘will penetrate and fill the pores of the burning substances’,
preventing their re-ignition. Manby went on to develop a ‘fire-cart’, designed to transport a set of
his extinguishers to a fire and demonstrated this in March 1819. He described the event to his
Yarmouth friend, the banker, naturalist and antiquary, Dawson Turner (1775-1858)¢ thus:

Yesterday before the Mayor and several other gentlemen and persons, I
exhibited my fire-cart containing the means to gain immediate and powerful
assistance to arrest if not totally extinguish conflagrations before engines can
arrive and begin to act: and I have the satisfaction to say that it was much
approved. It affords me much gratification to say, Mr Paget was present and
took much interest in the plan...I have addressed the Mayor on the subject of an
association being formed for the preservation of property...from fire, and he
intimated his intention to call a meeting to take the same into consideration.”

Whether either of these inventions were taken up and produced in significant numbers is
doubtful, though they did contribute to increasing awareness of the danger of fire and the need for
more effective fire-fighting and rescue measures.

As Manby sought to develop equipment to extinguish fires, others were focussing more
exclusively on how to extricate people who found themselves trapped in burning buildings. A
plethora of fire-escape designs had been proposed at various times during the first half of the
nineteenth century. Commenting on these designs (which fell into three basic categories: ladders,
portable escapes and carriage escapes), Herbert declared in 1849 that:

Perhaps few subjects have more extensively engaged public attention, or
exercised so much ingenuity, as the best mode for rescuing individuals from
death by fire. Notwithstanding the varied talents that have been directed to this
object, it is a singular fact, that no invention has yet been produced so
universally efficient as to supersede all others, or to induce the belief that the
limits of perfection have been attained.?

In an attempt to sift these designs and establish a more co-ordinated approach to saving lives from
fires, one group of Londoners, apparently headed by John Hudson as its Secretary, began to
organise themselves. In doing this, they associated themselves with Manby. In October 1828, they
held a meeting at 18 Aldermanbury to form a Society for the Prevention of Loss of Life by Fire. It was
proposed to divide London into districts of a square mile, in each of which a mobile fire-escape
apparatus and staff to operate it should be stationed. A committee was formed, £50 was subscribed
and hopes were expressed that the Lord Mayor would chair their next meeting. By the following
January a deputation had met with the Home Secretary, Sir Robert Peel (1788-1850) to seek
recognition of the Society in the Metropolitan Police Bill that was due to be introduced into
parliament. Noting this at their next meeting on January 1829, the newly formed Society’s then
chairman, a Mr Pepys, and the members appointed a committee to canvass

¢ See also the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004, volume 55, pp. 607-8.

7 G W Manby to Dawson Turner, letter dated 16 March 1819, Wren Library, Trinity College, Cambridge, reference O.13.17
(this correspondence cited hereafter as Manby-Turner).

8 L Herbert (1849) The Engineer’s and Mechanic’s Encyclopaedia, London: Thomas Kelly.
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the level of support that they might expect from the insurance companies.” The next month, the
Society — now styled the Society for Preventing Loss of Life by Fire — was able to stage a display of fire-
escape equipment and outline its objects. In reporting the meeting, The Times noted that:

A Society recently formed under this title, yesterday exhibited at 18
Aldermanbury a great variety of curious models and inventions and specimens
of machines intended to facilitate escape from the danger of fire. The objects of
this Society, yet in its infancy, are: (1) to rescue persons in danger of perishing
by fire, (2) to reward those who may render meritorious service and whose
exertions may save life, (3) to render assistance in preventing annoyance and
confusion at fires. It has long been a matter of wonder, that in the mode of
constructing houses in this crowded metropolis, little regard is paid to the
danger attending fire. Cases in sufficient abundance occur every year,
calculated to show the necessity that builders should never neglect to afford
means of safety, either by establishing a mode of communication through the
top of houses, or otherwise. If so essential a requisite were made an
indispensable rule in all building, especially those of a small description, human
ingenuity would not be called upon to exercise its powers for the invention of
external contrivances (which, however well combined, must in a more or less
degree be precarious) in order to supply the want of a sure and almost infallible
mode of salvation. In some houses, indeed, double staircases, and easy issue
from the roofs, do afford security to the inmates; but this case is by no means so
general as it ought to be, and in the greater number of buildings certain
destruction awaits the unfortunate beings who may be surprised in the middle
of the night by the progress of the devouring element below. To obviate as
much as possible the occurrence of similar misfortunes is the praiseworthy
object of this Society; and it deserves not only the commendations, but also the
zealous support of the whole community. The exhibitions yesterday consisted
of a variety of very ingenious modes and machines of safety, too numerous to
be detailed here. There were models of variously contrived ladders and other
machines, fit to be kept in the parish depositaries and at fire-offices; there were
also inventions or ropes, so managed as to afford an easy mode of descent from
any part of a house on fire. These are already fit for use, and may be purchased
at moderate prices by every housekeeper. The mode of using them is simple,
and their utility is great. This was repeatedly illustrated yesterday by persons
and children being made to descend from the second and third stories of the
house into the yard adjoining it. On the part of Captain Manby, who is at
Yarmouth, a Mr Atkinson explained to the meeting a variety of inventions
connected with the views of the Society, which showed that the solicitude of the
captain for the safety of his fellow creatures continues unabated. The meeting
was as numerous as could conveniently gain admission, and was composed of
persons of both sexes of great apparent respectability.!?

Though the fire-escape designs attracted attention in the press, being particularly the focus of a
series of articles in the Mechanics” Magazine, the initial efforts by the fledgling society appear to
have met with only limited success. There was no recognition of the Society or its objects in Peel’s
Bill and the Lord Mayor does not appear to have chaired any of its recorded meetings.
Nevertheless, Hudson and his allies persevered with their efforts.

In June 1829 a Mr S Fletcher wrote an open letter to the Lord Mayor, asking him to sponsor
a fire-escape he had designed, using selected extracts from the Society’s publicity material in his
petition. Fletcher’s design involved a ladder and platform fixed on a three-wheeled carriage, a
series of which he suggested should be stationed around London, funded jointly by a levy on the
insurance companies and a “public society’."! Hudson quickly disassociated the Society and its
officers from Fletcher’s untested design and proposals, suggesting his use of the Society’s literature
was misleading and any evaluation of an escape’s merits was unrealistic on the basis of plans or
models alone.’?

9 The Morning Chronicle, Wednesday 14 January 1829.

10 The Times, Friday 20 February 1829, p. 3. See also the series of articles describing the designs in the Mechanics’” Magazine,
Saturday 14 March 1829, pp. 66-8, Saturday 21 March 1829, p. 83, Saturday 23 March 1829, pp. 101-3, and Saturday 4 April
1829, pp. 113-6.

1 The Morning Chronicle, Saturday 4 July 1829.

12 The Morning Chronicle, Tuesday 7 July 1829.
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Saved from the Flames

Hudson was no stranger to such matters, being noted by Herbert as having designed at least
one portable escape.”® The Society itself actively attempted to test several proposed escapes. Thus, in
April 1830, trials of these various fire-escapes were conducted by the Society at Charing Cross, with
limited success.

The press reported that ‘There was nothing in any of the plans (with one exception) calculated
to produce any useful result to persons whose retreat by ordinary means is cut off from the upper
apartments of a burning house’. The exception related to a type of fire-escape ladder surmounted
with a gantry, which could be raised using a windlass to the third or fourth floor of a burning
building: “This machine is simple in its construction, is as easily moved from place to place as a fire-
engine, and we have little doubt that with a little practice in those who manage it and a few
improvements...it will be found of the utmost value’."* Unsurprisingly, subsequent public support
appears to have dwindled, as did press coverage, and the organisation became quickly moribund.

Probably influenced by Hudson and the Society for Preventing Loss of Life by Fire, one of the
most interesting designers was a onetime wigmaker and hairdresser, turned miniaturist and
successful portrait painter, Abraham Wivell (1786-1849).” Having grown up in penury and having
pursued various trades, he achieved considerable success painting British politicians, lawyers and the
nobility.

In 1825 he was commissioned to draw a bust of Shakespeare that had been installed in the
local church at Stratford-on-Avon. This influenced Wivell to write and illustrate An inquiry into the
history, authenticity, and characteristics of the Shakespeare portraits, which he self-published in 1827.
Though later seen as an important study, its contemporary reception was reportedly controversial
due to the doubts he cast over the authenticity of many revered portraits that claimed to be of
Shakespeare. An ambitious print-run and poor sales resulted in Wivell having to dispose of assets as
he struggled to pay his printer. Clearly a significant emotional and financial blow, the latter was only
partly offset by now inheriting his uncle Abram Wivell’s furnished house in Camden Town and an
annuity of £100 for life. It was in this context that he ‘took to scheming — dreaming, some of his
friends said’.'® Thus, 1828 saw Wivell’s interests turn to designing fire-escapes, perhaps one way of
addressing his own recent metaphorical ‘burning’.

His fire-escape schemes began simply enough. His first such design consisted of a rope which
was to be secured inside a room on the top floor of a house, with a belt which people could secure
around themselves and the rope in turn, using this to descend from the building. Wivell
demonstrated his first escape to the public on Tuesday 4 August 1829 at 14 Great Titchfield Street,
London.

The device ...consists of a few rods, which joined together in the manner of a fishing
rod, and some belts and ropes, which are elevated by this contrivance to the
windows from which the inmates of the house on fire are desirous to escape. Mr
Wivell, on the evening in question, at ten minutes after six o’clock, raised the ropes
etc to the attic, when, one of the ropes having been fixed to the railing of the
opposite house, six persons each put on the belt, and descended by it in perfect
safety — the entire operation taking up four and a half minutes only...The inventor
says that the entire apparatus will not cost much above three guineas and the plan is
for a certain number of watchmen in every parish to be provided with it, and on the
alarm of fire, as one man can easily carry the whole, fix the rope, and raise the belts,
time which is so invaluable on these occasions would not be lost, but the inmates
could be rescued from peril in a few minutes after the alarm had been raised..."”

3 Luke Herbert The Engineer’s and Mechanic’s Encyclopaedia, London: Thomas Kelly, 1849.

" The Derby Mercury, Wednesday 28 April 1830.

15 For a brief introduction to his life see the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004,
volume 59, pp. 916-7.

16 Birmingham Daily Post, Monday 15 December 1862.

7 The Examiner, Sunday 9 August 1829, p. 503.
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Wivell would apparently be frequently seen trying this device out, climbing out of his house and
down to the street below. In addition to his demonstration that August, Wivell began giving talks
on fire-escapes during this year, which he illustrated with models and plans of escape equipment.'$
More elaborate designs followed, his plan for a wheeled escape using extendable ladders (of which
more later) becoming the leading model in actual use.”®

Meanwhile, Manby was persevering with his own efforts. Writing from 24 Arundel Street,
Strand, to Dawson Turner on 6 November 1830, he began to publicise proposals for a fire brigade,
or ‘fire police’. Having drafted a lecture on the subject, Manby sent this to his printer, encouraged
by the response he had received from various friends and associates on the draft. He hoped to be
able to deliver the ‘lecture at some public institution” and to secure an introduction to the King to
highlight his ideas. Then, anticipating that Turner might expect his return to Yarmouth, where his
post and Mrs Manby awaited him, Manby noted some of his own motivation thus “You will
naturally say, this appears as if I had no intention for the present to return home, certainly not. I
have a great stake, and never was there a happier moment for such play to attain honour, fame and

18 Gentleman’s Magazine, August 1849, p. 215.
19 Mechanics” Magazine, 17 June 1837, pp. 162-3; Birmingham Daily Post, Monday 15 December 1862.
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rewards’.?0 Three weeks later he was able to send Turner ‘moist from the press, the first copy of my
public appeal, or more properly my endeavour by a systematic arranged plan, to lessen the
dreadful calamity attendant on fires; with a view if possible to get it as generally established, as
that for saving shipwrecked seamen’.?! Despite his hopes, the take up of Manby’s proposals at this
point was limited at best and it was only after a disastrous fire that the ideas would re-emerge.

On 16 and 17 October 1834 most of the Palace of Westminster was burned down, an event
which unsurprisingly attracted huge public attention. George Manby was in London at the time
and witnessed the blaze at first hand. He was in fact knocked over by one of the fire engines as he
made his way to the scene and dislocated his knee, the effects of which injury continued to trouble
him into 1835. Seizing the opportunity to raise his views on the fire-fighters, Manby met with
Colonel Charles Rowan (c.1782-1852), Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police, on 21 October
1834:

...and had much conversation with him on the subject of the recent fire; and [I]

stated to him my determination to bring the subject of my petition presented by

Sir Edward Codrington on the meeting of the next session...although Col Rowan

did not advise it (probably for the delicacy of his situation) he admitted in the

strongest terms the great want of union among the persons in direction of the

fire-engines; I told him that such was the general opinion, and the public will

suffer from rival jealousy until a systematic and well organised fire police is

established and placed under the control and direction of regular commanders, to

direct and engage the operations of the fire insurance companies.’??

Over the next three months Manby developed his ideas, initially in a pamphlet he published on 1
January 1835.2 Addressing this plan for a fire-police to Colonel Rowan, Manby highlighted the
destruction of the Houses of Parliament and other fires that were a regular occurrence in London,
before proposing that a fire-police should be organised on similar lines to the Metropolitan Police.
Seeking Rowan'’s endorsement of the plan, Manby considered similar services abroad (including
the USA, particularly in Boston, and France). Going on to outline his own fire engine equipment
(which included his “antiphlogistic fluid’, extinguishers, ‘elastic safety sheets...for the preservation
of persons who might leap from windows, parapets, or battlements, and also a gun to effect
communication with persons in these situations, in a similar manner as in relief to shipwreck, and
for saving them by different means’), Manby proposed his fire-police should constitute a separate
‘National Corps...to be termed “THE TRUE BRITISH FIREMEN”, for the preservation of life and
property from fire’. The organisation would be hierarchically arranged and have its own system of
honours and awards. The latter would consist of:

Pecuniary rewards to be given for any remarkable act of good conduct or civic
enterprise, in proportion to the service performed, will, I trust, insure the hearty
co-operation of the present fire-men; and to invite persons of respectability to
enrol themselves to assist in this work of humanity, I would suggest a decorative
badge, (similar to the Legion of Honour, in France) should be awarded to those
who particularly distinguish themselves; and for acts of extraordinary heroism in
saving the life of another, a civic wreath.?

The service, Manby suggested, could be funded by money from fire salvage and in his conclusion
argued that sailors should be recruited to staff the fire police, as they ‘are best suited to be to
extinguish fires and save human life’. Manby lost no time in bringing his proposals to the attention
of Winthrop Mackworth Praed (1802-1839), at the Board of Control, requesting that he discuss
them with the Duke of Wellington.> These overtures, however, failed to produce immediate
results. Nevertheless, they were in synchrony with the concerns of others and this confluence
would shortly bear fruit.

20 Manby-Turner, 6 November 1830, O.14.6

21 Manby-Turner, 26 November 1830. O.14.6

2 Manby-Turner, 22 October 1834, O.14.13

23 G W Manby Plan for the Establishment of a Metropolitan Fire Police, Great Yarmouth: Frederick Skill, 1835.
2¢ Manby-Turner, 22 January 1835, O.14.14.
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2: THE INITIAL FORMATION OF THE SOCIETY

Prominent among those concerned with fire safety and the provision of fire-escapes was of course
Abraham Wivell. Following a fire at Chinnock & Son’s premises on Tottenham Court Road on 1
December 1835 in which five people died, residents in one area of St Pancras held several public
meetings, the initial one being at the Fitzroy Coffee House in Charlotte Street on Friday 18
December. Considerable interest was generated and they formed the Fire Association of the South-
Western District of St Pancras. This group aimed to equip itself with a fire-engine and several fire-
escapes, which would operate in that district. At the initial meeting, people from other areas of
London spoke of initiating similar schemes in their districts and several suggested ‘petitioning
Parliament for the establishment of a system of fire police, whose duty it would be to attend with
fire-escapes at every fire’.26 Wivell attended at least two of their meetings.?” After a review of
numerous submitted fire-escape designs, the Association selected those by Ford and Merryweather
for its use.?® Though he had intended to enter this design competition, Wivell was concerned about
the available display space and in the end had not submitted his designs. The creation of this
Association, which was effective for some years, was a spur to Wivell’s efforts as well as an
inspiring pilot model for others in the development of a more extensive scheme.

For his part, Wivell became more energised in his efforts and organised a public meeting,
which he advertised through posters and financed himself.?? Holding the meeting at Lawson’s
premises in Gower Street on Wednesday 30 December 1835, Wivell argued for the formation of a
‘fire brigade as well as escapes to be distributed over the metropolis’,*® envisaging this new corps
being attached to the Metropolitan Police. At the same time he exhibited and demonstrated various
model fire-escapes,® including ropes and other devices for escaping from buildings. Wivell also
discussed tactical issues in attempting fire rescues, such as the need for caution in forcing open
doors of burning buildings due to the risks of oxygenating the fire. Wivell’s meeting was well
attended and his ideas were favourably received. Several of those who attended were sufficiently
motivated to want to take the ideas forward, resolutions were passed to this effect, and a further
meeting was proposed.*

This next meeting was held in the same rooms on Friday 8 January 1836 and a committee
was formed to organise ‘the general introduction of fire-escapes in the metropolis’.3 Wivell again
spoke and advanced his views on organising a system of fire-escapes. A collection was made
among those present to defray the setting-up costs and it was announced that a public meeting
would be held to formally launch the society in the near future. Wivell became part of this initial
committee, though others assumed dominance within it. He was, a friend later recollected, merely
‘appointed to collect the money [at the meeting], out of which he was voted the expense of his
escape, and a gratuity of ten pounds for himself’.3*

Despite this experience of being marginalised, Wivell went on to publish the lecture he had
previously delivered, which was again noted in the press, The Times commenting that:

We fear, however, that the foresight and caution of individuals cannot generally
be relied on to provide against a contingent and remote calamity, and we should
therefore rejoice to see the establishment of an efficient fire-police, directed to the
preservation of life as well as property, and provided with the best means of
accomplishing these important objects, especially the former. Surely this ought to

26 The Morning Post, Saturday 19 December 1835.

27 Mechanics’ Magazine, Saturday 15 July 1837, p. 227.

28 Mechanics’ Magazine, Saturday 6 February 1836, p. 360 and Saturday 11 March 1837, p. 450.

2 Mechanics Magazine, Saturday 8 April 1837, p. 11.

30 Mechanics’ Magazine, Saturday 15 July 1837, p. 227.

31 One of Wivell’s models may be seen in the Birmingham Museum & Art Gallery (accession number 1943F28), while others
may be seen in the Science Museum, London,

see www.scienceandsociety.co.uk/results.asp?image=10306273&wwwflag=2&imagepos=9

32 The Times, Thursday 31 December 1835, p. 5 and the Morning Post, Monday, 31 December 1835.
3 The Morning Post, Saturday 9 January 1836.

34 ‘The fire escape’, in The Leisure Hour, 20 September 1860, p. 601.
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be a public, if not a national, care. If no better mode presents itself, the institution
of a Humane Society for the Preservation of Life from Fire would be a public
blessing.?

Such publicity undoubtedly promoted the concepts Wivell and the initial committee were seeking
to inaugurate. Wivell’s role as an escape designer, however, appeared to some to be potentially in
conflict with participating as a member of the committee. In an attempt to counter such a
perception, Wivell — through the advice of friends — resigned from the committee, as he stated ‘to
prevent it's being imputed to the Society, that they were favouring me more than any other
mechanic’.3¢ One of his critics, H Jenkins, had claimed that Wivell’s ambition had been had been to
establish the society to promote his own inventions, this being frustrated by members of the initial
committee who ‘were not disposed to form a society for the purpose of furthering the views of any
particular inventor, and Mr Wivell’'s name was at a very early period struck out of the printed
prospectus’.?” Jenkins does not appear to have been associated with the society at this time and in
view of subsequent events, Wivell’s account of this period appears the more likely.

Following these events, the Society for the Protection of Life from Fire was formed at the
inaugural public meeting that the initial committee had announced in January 1836. This founding
meeting was held in the London Coffee House on 22 March 1836. The Lord Mayor addressed the
assembly, noting that 14 people had died in fires in the capital during the previous year and
declaring that the proposed society was intended to reduce such loss of life. The meeting was then
addressed by the Secretary of the London Hibernian Society and Minister of Bedford Chapel,
Bloomsbury, the Rev Henry Hughes, AM,* and ended with an outline of the purposed terms of
reference.®

With the Rev Hughes appointed as Honorary Secretary and William Spring (c.1796-1852) as
its Secretary, the nascent Society began to operate out of the latter's London office at 48 Great
Portland Street. The choice of Spring as Secretary, however, was both curious and catastrophic.
Described as a plumber and glazier, dealer and chapman, Spring had been declared bankrupt in
November 1834 and ordered to surrender himself to a commissioner of the Court of Bankruptcy.%
His financial problems were to continue and in October 1835 he had appeared in the bankruptcy
court to award a dividend to his creditors.#! By 1836, Spring was clearly still struggling with debt
and his appointment as the Society’s Secretary appears to have been just one of several jobs he took
on to supplement his income. While such facts might suggest that Spring was a less than ideal
candidate for the post, his actual appointment inevitably raises questions about the judgement and
competence of the others involved in initially establishing the Society. The situation was ripe for
disaster.

Nevertheless, during the three months after its inauguration, the Society appeared to get off
to a good start. Spring and the committee began planning for the future. Subscribers were sought,
fundraising efforts commenced, the existence of the Society was advertised, and consideration
began to be given to fire-escape designs. Unsurprisingly, Manby quickly became associated with
the nascent Society’s deliberations in this area and was appointed a Vice President. Society
committee members met on 4 May 1836 to consider a wide range of submitted escape designs.
Manby joined them and afterwards noted that:

...the committee expressing their high opinion of my services and considering
that no one was so much enabled to carry their design into effect, I was required
to take the chair. How I performed the duties you may perhaps see in print...
There were upwards of 40 candidates who brought with them models of
apparatus for the rescue of life from the flames; [of the evident shortcomings]
...many [were] objectionable [due to] ...not possessing the qualities of portability,
promptness of application,...and of small expense,...I intimated to the committee
what would particularly govern my selection, and 2 or 3 ...had the qualities
named. And I have been further requested to perform a lecture [at] the end of the

35 The Times, Saturday 16 January 1836, p. 5.

36 Mechanics’ Magazine, Saturday 15 July 1837, p. 228.

%7 Ibid., Saturday 17 June 1837, p. 164.

38 Henry Hughes (c.1807-1852) was the eldest son of Henry Hughes, of Northampton. Educated at Trinity College, Oxford
(BA, 1829; MA, 1833), he was ordained and served as a curate at Great Linford, Bucks, and was then Minister at Bedford
Chapel, Bloomsbury, before going on to become the incumbent of All Saints Church, Gordon Square from 1842 until his
death (] Foster, Alumni Oxonienses, Oxford: Parker & Co., 1888, volume 2, p. 706).

3 The Times, Wednesday 23 March 1836.

40 London Gazette, 14 November 1834, p. 2038; The Newcastle Courant, Saturday 22 November 1834.

4 London Gazette, 15 September 1835, p. 1750.
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month on the subject and for [marking the] founding [of]... an institution so
important to the services of humanity. I have not time to enter more into the
proceedings, but it shall be an imperishable monument to my name.#

Whether the designs considered included any by Wivell on this occasion is not explicitly clear,
though it may be that his was only examined on a subsequent occasion. Wivell later noted that
‘The Society having advertised for escapes, the model of my ladders was the last inspected by their
committee, and the last adopted, solely on account of the expense being more than the Society had
the means to defray, which occasioned other escapes of minor importance to take the lead’.* By 31
March the following year, Wivell's escape would be prominently exhibited by the Society,
alongside the apparently initially adopted yet more rudimentary designs of Ford and
Merryweather.

Among the other issues attended to during this period were ways in which the Society
might recognise bravery and distinguished conduct in saving lives from fire. To that end,
testimonials were designed and a silver medal was commissioned and produced by Benjamin
Wyon. Whether Wyon was the medal’s designer as well as its engraver is unclear however; one
account attributes the actual design to Abraham Wivell.*# The medal had ‘Society for the Protection
of Life from Fire 1836 around the circumference, with the Eye of Providence (otherwise termed the
all-seeing eye) in the centre surrounded by rays of light, with the motto “Vigilo” (I watch) on a
scroll underneath. The reverse had a laurel wreath with space inside this for details about the
recipient and the circumstances of the award to be engraved. The design clearly has both classical
and religious references. Whether the choice of Eye of Providence as a central element in the design
relates also to an influence of Freemasonry on the Society is less certain, although religious
sentiment was clearly a powerful motivating factor for many of those involved.

Alongside the design and manufacture of these awards, several instances of bravery were
considered. Spring had sought recommendations for these from the Metropolitan Police
Commissioner, Charles Rowan, and he duly forwarded them to the Society on 6 June. On the basis
of these and other reports a number of individuals were selected to receive medals and
testimonials. Medals were thus approved for four policemen; the first going to John Forward for
bravery on 18 May 1836 at a fire at 86 New Gravel Lane, Shadwell, while the remaining three went
to George Avery, David Lock and Joseph Weed, for their actions during a fire at Bateman’s Row
and New Inn Square, Shoreditch, on 25 May 1836. Testimonials were granted to five people — a Mr
and Mrs Blachford, a Mr Blower, and two brothers named Binche — for saved several lives from a
fire in Fenchurch Street on 23 April 1836. Remarkably, the testimonials and medals were ready for
the first recipients by the time of the Society’s next public meeting, eight days after the receipt of
Rowan’s reports.

Before that meeting, Manby was busy. Wanting recognition and financial reward for his
substantial past contributions, Manby (who was in considerable debt at this stage) linked his own
personal ambitions to those he held for the Society. He met with the committee on Wednesday 8
June to finalise arrangements for the following week’s meeting, part of which he was to chair.
Flattered by the encouragement he received, Manby privately confided to Dawson Turner ‘I have
strong reason to think that the day is very, very near at hand that my services will be no longer
over looked, not only [in] a pecuniary way’.#> He began canvassing support to have the Society
designated a Royal Society. Seeking access to William IV, Manby met with Sir Hussey Vivian
(1775-1842), the Master Guard, on Monday 13 June in the hope that he would promote his petition
for recognition to the King.

The following day, on 14 June 1836, the Society held a public meeting in the Lowther
Rooms, in King William Street, which The Times reported under the headline ‘Society for the
Protection of Life from Fire’, as follows:

A very numerous and respectable meeting of the Members and Patrons of this
Society was held yesterday at the Lowther Rooms. The Lord Mayor was to have
presided but was unable to attend in consequence of his presence having been
required elsewhere as Conservator of the Thames. The business of the morning
commenced with a letter to that effect from His Lordship being read by the
Secretary, Mr Spring. The Rev H Hughes was then called to the chair and the
business proceeded.

4 Manby-Turner, 5 May 1836, 0.14.16.

4 Mechanics’ Magazine, Saturday 15 July 1837, p. 228.

4 ‘The fire escape’, in The Leisure Hour, 20 September 1860, p. 602.
45 Manby-Turner, 12 June 1836, O.14.16.
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Mr Hughes regretted that the Chief Magistrate of the City was unable to attend
because his attendance would add éclat to the proceedings. Fortunately, however,
the cause they were met to support required not the association of particular
names; it was the cause of charity and could advocate itself; it had a paramount
claim upon all there assembled. They were, moreover, met that day to have a
lecture on the best mode of escaping from fire from an individual celebrated for
his exertions in the aid of suffering humanity: he alluded to Captain Manby who
had distinguished himself by the exertion of his energies to save human life and
remove human sufferings. Many years ago he had distinguished himself by the
invention of the life-boat; he had since devoted his talent to rescue his fellow
creatures from a destructive element, and was entitled to the gratitude and regard
of all present. Mr Hughes then called upon the Secretary to read the report.

Mr Spring read a letter from Mr Wilks, MP, regretting that business
prevented him from being present, and expressing his cordial co-operation with
the Society. The report was then read, which detailed the establishment, the
progress and the objects of the Society, the rules and regulations, all which was
received with applause from the Company.

Mr Hughes then called upon Mr Manby to deliver his lecture, and the
Captain read from a written paper a very interesting account of what had been
done by himself and others in aid of persons in jeopardy from their houses being
on fire, and their retreat cut off by any means but those of escape from the
windows, etc. He concluded by an eloquent exhortation to the Company to
support the views of the Society. He was about to present a petition to His
Majesty to request him to become the President of the Society and he was sure he
would not refuse the sanction of his name to the cause of humanity.

The models of Mr Ford and Mr Wivell of apparatus for escaping from
houses on fire were then exhibited by their respective inventors and their nature
explained. They were both simple in their construction, and united portability
and cheapness.

Mr Hughes then begged leave to propose that Captain Manby should
take the chair, as the medals and testimonials distributed from his hands would
be enhanced in value as coming from so distinguished an individual. Captain
Manby then took the Chair and distributed medals and testimonials to the
following persons: to Messrs H G Binks, G Binks, Blanchford [sic] and Brewer [sic]
— testimonials elegantly printed in gold letters on vellum, and sealed with the seal
of the Society; to John Forward, David Lock, Sergeant Avery, and Joseph Weed, of
the Metropolitan Police, silver medals for their exertions in saving the lives of
seven persons at great personal risk to themselves.

Mr Hughes, after the distribution of rewards, moved in a very eloquent
speech, the thanks of the meeting to Captain Manby for his services that day, and
for his services in the cause of humanity during a long and useful life. Mr Dixon
seconded the motion, which was carried with acclamation. Captain Manby
returned thanks. The Rev S Ramsay then moved the thanks of the meeting to the
Rev Mr Hughes. Mr Waugh seconded the motion, which was immediately carried
with acclamation. Mr Hughes returned thanks. The Secretary then said, before the
meeting separated, he hoped they would be liberal in their contributions to the
funds of the establishment; he would state that it was from annual subscribers
that the greatest assistance could be rendered, and the smallness of the sum which
rendered every subscriber a member was, he presumed, within the reach of
everyone.

The company then commenced a very handsome subscription, and about
three o’clock the meeting broke up. In the street a large crowd was assembled to
see an apparatus fastened to the outside of the building in which the meeting was
held .4

46 The Times, Wednesday 15 June 1836, p. 4.



The Initial Formation of the Society

Wavell’s model of one of his fire escapes
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After the meeting, Manby wrote how he had been ‘called upon to take the chair for presenting the
rewards of medals to those who had saved lives from fire; an event so unexpected that it filled me
with apprehension I should ill discharge the duty, but the applause I received lead me to a belief
that I succeeded’. He was similarly buoyed up the meeting’s response to his lecture. He was, he
declared ‘greeted in a way I never before heard, and I thought the eulogies of [four] different
persons on it and the services I had performed was expressed in such eloquent and flattering terms
that it would be impossible not to be humbly excited by them’.#”

Thus encouraged, Manby now approached the King’s Private Secretary, Sir Herbert Taylor
(1775-1839) at a Levée on 15 June, delivering a note that he wished ‘to present a petition, praying
His Majesty to become the Patron of a Society formed for the rescue of life from houses in flames;
and conferring on it the title The Royal Society for the Protection of Life from Fire’.4s Taylor agreed
to raise the matter with the King and allowed Manby to leave ‘as fast as I could with a thankful
feeling that I was not desired to kneel down’! Continuing his efforts (and despite having received a
severe contusion on one side of his face on Saturday afternoon 18 June 1836 when he was hit by a
phaeton in the Strand), Manby hoped to be able to meet His Royal Highness The Prince of Orange
on 21 June and again at the Levée the following day.* Despite receiving encouragement from such
approaches, actual preferment was slow in coming for both Manby and the Society, and it would
be almost two years before these and subsequent approaches would bear fruit. Ignoring the fact
that his petition was merely under consideration, Manby began during this time to refer to the
Society as the Royal Society, including in correspondence to Sir Robert Peel and Lord John Russell.
A letter from Palace officials censuring him for this did little to inhibit Manby’s behaviour.%

In another sphere, Wivell was continuing his own work. In October 1836 he staged an
exhibition of his fire-escapes in Edward Street, Hampstead Road. This brought out a small crowd
to witness a ‘host of dirty boys’ being employed to demonstrate the escape slides. The traffic chaos
caused, the supposed complexity of the equipment, and the carnival atmosphere, which ‘had
something ludicrous in it" according to The Times, appeared — to them — to be “unlikely to reward
the exertions of Mr Wivell, or to increase the real popularity of his invention’.>* Despite such
stinging publicity, Wivell did manage to reach agreement with a group of residents around
Regent’s Park to provide them with an escape. They subscribed £30 and Wivell arranged for the
escape to be stationed at Robert Street, Regent’s Park. Over the next several months Wivell and the
Society had a considerable rapprochement. The Society agreed to incorporate Wivell’s Robert
Street fire-escape station into their own establishment, reimbursing Wivell £18 for the remainder of
the one-year lease on its site.”> This transaction attracted some criticism, particularly from Jenkins,
who claimed the Society had paid Wivell £50,% and still more vociferously from William Baddeley,
who aired his views in The Mechanics’ Magazine in a series of letters — with some response from
Wivell — beginning in 1837.5 A prominent engineer and regular writer on that subject, Baddeley
was responsible for designing among other things a fire engine in 1833, detachable wheels to assist
raising ladders over obstructions in 1834, a prototype bicycle in 1839, a patent canvas used by the
fire brigade, and a patent hose reel.® His tone and attitude on fire-fighting and engineering
subjects frequently appeared proprietorial and arrogant however, and Wivell, who could be
regarded as a maverick and gifted amateur in this field, seems to have annoyed him. Despite such
public acrimony, it was probably around this time that Wivell was appointed as the Society’s
Superintendent of Fire-Escapes, was given a green uniform together with an annual salary of £100,
and was requested to supply several more escapes.>

In developing its public profile, the Society had by the beginning of 1837 secured Marques
Cholmondeley as their main patron and the Lord Mayor as its president.”” The first Annual
Meeting of the Society was held in the afternoon of Friday 31 March 1837 at the New Argyll
Rooms, Regent Street, the Chair being taken by Manby, as a Vice President, in the absence of the
Lord Mayor. The Morning Chronicle reported this meeting as follows:

4 Manby-Turner, 14 June 1836, O.14.16.

48 [bid; see also The Times, Wednesday 15 June 1836; The Morning Chronicle, Thursday 16 June 1836; The Age, Sunday, 19 June
1836; and North Wales Chronicle, Tuesday 21 June 1836.

4 Manby-Turner, 20 June 1836, O.14.16.

50 K Walthew From Rock and Tempest: the Life of Captain George William Manby, London: Bles, 1971, p. 114.

51 The Times, Saturday 29 October 1836, p. 5.

52 Mechanics’ Magazine, Saturday 15 July 1837, p. 228.

5 H Jenkins, letter dated 18 May 1837, The Mechanics’ Magazine, 1837, vol. 27, pp. 163-4.

54 See The Mechanics’ Magazine, 1837, vol. 27, pp. 11, 73, 88, 161-3, 203, 227, 310, 345 and 380.

% See for example The Mechanics” Magazine, 1835, vol. 22, pp. 113-116 and 184-5.

5% Gentleman’s Magazine, August 1849, p. 215 and ‘The fire escape’, in The Leisure Hour, 20 September 1860, pp. 601-2.
57 The Times, Saturday 1 July 1837, p. 2.



The Initial Formation of the Society

Mr Spring, the Secretary, read the report of the Committee, which congratulated the
members on the present condition of the Society. Its objects were not only the
distribution of medals to those who, at the risk of their lives, distinguished
themselves in rescuing individuals from fire, but in providing ready means of escape
when such casualties occurred. Since the last meeting the six following stations were
provided with fire-escapes by the Society: Robert Street, Regent’s Park; Great
Portland Street; Regent Street; Adelaide Place, near St Martin’s Church; the Strand
and Holborn; and keys had not only been given to all the police in the district but
also left with the nearest publican and baker, as being the most readily accessible at
all hours of the night.

The Society had also met the countenance of the Commissioners of Police,
The Board of Ordnance, and the Commissioners of Woods and Forest, who gave
every facility for the promotion of its views. When the funds had increased
sufficiently it was intended to offer rewards for the best constructed machine, so as
to insure the attention of mechanical and scientific men to the subject; as also a
premium in that case where the first fire-escape should be brought into operation.
The report further announced the claims of three individuals who were
recommended for the medals of the Society for this year, and concluded with an
earnest appeal to the public to co-operate with the committee and aid in the
extension of its views.

Mr Broughton, police magistrate of Worship Street, proposed the first
resolution for the adoption of the report, expressing his cordial approbation of the
objects of the Society. It was surprising that London, which had so long boasted a
kindred Society for the preservation of human life from drowning should have
hitherto remained destitute of one to provide against a calamity, if possible, still
more appalling. The resolution having been proposed and carried, the Secretary read
the following announcements, which were in each case verified by the
superintendent of the division. The candidates [James Tilt, PC Bradley, and PC
Robert Patriot] on being presented with the medal, were appropriately addressed by
the chairman... Resolutions were proposed by ] Hardy, MP, Rev Henry Hughes, AM,
John Wilks, MP, Rev Bryant Burgess, AM,*® etc. The terms of subscription are but
small; and it was stated by the Secretary that when a sufficient sum was collected in
one district, the Society would place a fire-escape there, which would be readily
available to the inhabitants. Before and after the meeting an exhibition of fire-escapes
took place outside the house, which attracted a large concourse of persons. >

Wivell was one of those present (though whether he had quite yet assumed his new role as
Superintendent of Fire-Escapes is unclear) and demonstrated his escape, as did Ford and
Merryweather. All three escapes were depicted in the Society’s subsequently issued First Annual
Report. With Baddeley disputing the conclusions of the demonstration, Wivell in response highlighted
how his escape — unlike the others — allowed access to the highest windows in the building and was
the most rapidly deployed.®

Following the meeting, efforts continued to publicise the Society and engage prominent
figures, whose support might yield dividends in terms of status and money. Thus for example, a
deputation from the Society met with Baron De Berenger seeking his backing: what the outcome was
is unclear, though he was listed as a member of the Society, and Manby and the committee convened
on Monday evening 24 April 1837 at their regular meeting place, All Souls and Trinity Infant School
at 49 Great Portland Street, to hear their deputation’s report." The following month, a melancholy
event afforded an opportunity to promote the Society’s objectives. John Matthews, a 50 year old man,
perished in a fire at the Wheatsheaf Public House in Holywell Street on Thursday 25 May 1837.
Following this, Wivell attended his inquest on to hear the evidence and publicise the Society.
Announcing that the Society was to confer an award on Joseph Ives for rescuing a woman from a
third floor window at this same fire, Wivell went on to say he intended to recommend a new escape
station be established near the scene of the tragedy.*”

5 Bryant Burgess, a son of Hugh Burgess, of Marylebone, was educated at Exeter College, Oxford (BA, 1808; MA, 1811) and following his

ordination became Rector of St Benet’s, Gracechurch Street, London (] Foster, Alumni Oxonienses, Oxford: Parker & Co., 1888, volume 1,
.192).

b Morning Chronicle, Saturday 1 April 1837.

%0 Mechanics’ Magazine, Saturday 15 July 1837, p. 228.

1 Manby-Turner, 20 April 1837, 0.14.18.

%2 The Times, Tuesday 30 May 1837, p. 3.
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Limited finances hindered the Society’s operations and various efforts were made to increase
subscriptions. The Rev Hughes preached a sermon for the Society on 5 July 1837, beginning at 7pm at
the Church of St Clement Danes, in the Strand.® In September that year the Society sought to exploit a
fatal fire that had recently taken place in the Strand to prompt subscriptions from the public.
Advertising in the Morning Chronicle, the Society declared that they were ‘confident had the plan of
the Society been in operation (which they have not been able to carry out for want of funds), viz, to
have an effective body of men to manage the fire—escaEes, in all probability the three individuals who
lost their lives by the late fire might have been saved’.” Given that the Society had an escape stationed
in the Strand, it appears from this and the previous account of the Annual Meeting on 31 March 1837,
that this and perhaps all of the Society’s escape stations were not staffed regularly, if at all, during this
period. This situation was one the Society clearly needed to address and over the next two years was
partially successful in. By June 1839 the Society was able to claim it had 11 conductors plus a
superintendent operating 19 escapes.

These interrelated financial, staffing and structural difficulties were further exposed during
this period when parts of the press suggested the Society, in tandem with other charities, lacked
effective management, and more particularly in this case had a poor safety record. Focussing on the
latter, the Figaro in London, noted that:

We have frequently been forced to expose the continued and distressing failures of
the Society... We never doubted the goodness of the intention, but giving full credit
to the members for this, yet putting on the debtor side the numerous accidents and
(plainly speaking) mulls that have occurred, the balance is fearfully against the
society. If a statistical account were drawn up of the numerous head-breakings and
leg-crushings, and nose-flattenings that have been caused by the dangling of the
safety apparatus uselessly at the windows of a house where there is no fire, and if on
the credit of the Society the maximum of lives saved were to be returned, we fear we
should be obliged to see the annoying fact before us, that where no lives have been
saved, one hundred heads have been broken. Notwithstanding this the Society means
well, and the guinea subscriptions could not be better bestowed, if the Society would
only get into the knack of doing a slight degree more good than of mischief.?

No substantial evidence of the supposed injuries was produced and the criticisms of safety remain
largely uncorroborated. However, with at least some escapes being used by untrained individuals,
accidents would be inevitable. One tragic case from this period did attract considerable publicity in
the press and may have influenced the Figaro’s claims. This concerned the death of a 17-year-old
drummer, Charles Wood, of the Grenadier Guards, who had died in April 1838 following a fall from a
fire-escape built by Moses Merryweather under the direction of Manby. Manby attended the inquest
and attempted to suggest that young Wood’s death was due to ‘the incautiousness of the poor boy in
not understanding the nature of the apparatus’. The jury’s verdict, however, was apparently one of
‘accidental death, attributable to the insecurity of the apparatus’.” The overall impression was of
increasing public concerns over the Society and its operations.

On a more O(Ptimistic note, the Duchess of Kent agreed to become a vice-patron to the
Society in March 1838," shortly after which another event occurred which had a great impact upon
the Society. They at last gained the monarch’s patronage. Manby’s efforts to secure this from William
IV had ended when the King died on 20 June 1837. However, with the accession of Queen Victoria,
Manby’s aspirations had a measure of success. Prior to her coronation, Queen Victoria agreed to
become the Society’s patroness. The preliminary announcement came in the Second Annual Meeting
in April 1838, by which time Spring and the Society had moved their offices to 18 Charlotte Street,
Bloomsbury. The advance publicity for that meeting simply noted the Society would be presenting

® The Times, Saturday 1 July 1837, p. 2.

7 The Morning Chronicle, Friday 22 September 1837.

8 Figaro in London, April 1838, p. 64. This notice contrasted with a contemporaneous piece in The Literary Gazette and Journal of
Belles Lettres which noted the Society was ‘taking active measures to extend its usefulness...[and] we think it evident that this
association may be eminently useful in the preservation of human life, and that it well deserves the public patronage’ (April
1838, p. 252).

° The Morning Chronicle, Tuesday 24 April 1838 and Wednesday 25 April 1838.

10 Freeman’s Journal, Tuesday 6 March 1838.
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‘upwards of 20 silver medals...to those praiseworthy individuals who, at the risk of their own lives,
have saved the lives of several persons...from death by fire’.! The meeting, held at Freemasons’
Tavern, Great Queen Street, on 27 April 1838, was chaired by Society Vice-President, Charles John
Shore (1796-1885), who was better known as 2"! Baron Teignmouth, MP. Spring announced that
Queen Victoria had the Society under her ‘Royal patronage’” and the additional support received had
enabled them to increase their escape stations to 16, which were stationed from Regent’s Park to
Whitechapel. The annual subscriptions for the preceding year had amounted to £400.10s.6d, with a
further £328.13s.6d being received in donations. The Society’s expenditure over this period was £631.
Lord Teignmouth paid tribute to Manby and presented him with the Society’s silver medal to huge
applause from those attending.” In returning thanks, Manby noted that his first lifesaving experience
was from a fire. Lord Teignmouth then presented silver medals to over 20 other recipients, before
Manby assumed the chair of the meeting for its final business.’

© Trustees of the British Museum

Captain Manby’s Society for the Protection of Life from Fire Silver Medal

In November that year it appears the formalities with the Queen’s patronage were finalised.
Manby now presided at a special meeting of the committee on Wednesday 21 November 1838
when it was announced that the Queen was also subscribing ten guineas a year to the Society.* He
then drew up ‘a letter of thanks for the Queen becoming Patroness of that Society, and her
gracious intimation of an annual donation towards its support’.” That same month a deputation
headed by Manby, in his capacity as a Vice-President of the Society, accompanied by R Chapman
and William Spring, met with the Lord Mayor of London. The Lord Mayor agreed to become the
Society’s president for the forthcoming year.® He also agreed to become a subscriber and sponsor a
sermon to support the Society. Describing the meeting, Manby wrote how “of all the distinguished

! The Times, Wednesday 25 April 1838, p. 3.

> Manby’s medal was a specially prepared version of the Society’s medal, in frosted silver and mounted within lunettes and a
gold frame with a suspension loop.

> The report in The Times (28 Apr 1838, p. 5) says 21 medals were to be presented, but then lists 22 recipients in addition to
Captain Manby. It may be that not all the recipients could attend the meeting to receive their awards. However, other sources
note a slightly differing list of recipients (noted later in section III).

* The Morning Chronicle, Thursday 22 November 1838; The Times, Friday, 23 November 1838, p. 4.

® Manby-Turner, 28 November 1838, O.14.21.

® The Times, Thursday 29 November 1838, p. 6.
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receptions I have ever received, never has one equated this memorable day that of...[the Lord
Mayor’s] expressions of approbation for the services I had rendered’.”

The following year, 1839, saw the Society exploit Queen Victoria’s patronage and
simultaneously descend into deeper financial crisis, spurred on by acrimony and mismanagement.
The difficulties emerged first. In April, John Evans, who had acted as an accountant and
subscriptions canvasser for the Society the previous year (1838), was brought to trial in the
Insolvent Debtors Court. Evans was withholding an undisclosed sum of money he had collected
for the Society, as well as their account books, and a silver medal he had been given to (in some
way) help elicit subscriptions. He suggested to the Court that the Society was a ‘bubble’” and as
such he refused to return their books, though later went on to say ‘I have no objection to give them
up to a committee of the Society, but not to Spring, nor yet to the Secretary’. The Court ordered
him to surrender the books and provide an account of all his receipts.”> Whether Evans
subsequently complied with this judgement is uncertain, though his trial provided a glimpse of the
Society’s descent into crisis.

It is likely that William Spring’s ongoing personal financial problems seriously undermined
his effectiveness as Society Secretary during this time. He had, while based at Great Portland
Street, been called to the Court of Bankruptcy on 15 July 1837 to receive proof of his debts.”s Over
the ensuing years Spring’s situation only worsened and by 1843 he was imprisoned for debt in the
Debtors Prison for London and Middlesex in Whitecross Street.”” Leading up to that point he had
attempted to perform multiple jobs and had a succession of addresses, as he presumably moved
both home and office pursued by his creditors. The Society’s operating base thus also repeatedly
changed during this period. The instability of this is illustrated in one court order, thus:

The following prisoners...to be brought up before the court...in Portugal Street...
on Monday the 9t day of October 1843: ...William Spring, formerly of 83 Great
Portland Street, Oxford Street, then of 48 Great Portland Street aforesaid, then of
34 Mornington Place, Hampstead Road, plumber, painter, glazier, paper hanger,
house decorator, house agent, and Secretary to the Society for Protection of Life
from Fire, whose offices were at 48 Great Portland Street aforesaid, and
subsequently at 18 Charlotte Street, Bloomsbury, then of Hartland Terrace,
Camden Town, then of 33 Mornington Place aforesaid, and late of 33 Mornington
Place aforesaid, all in Middlesex, plumber, painter, glazier, paper hanger, house
decorator, house agent, and verger, and collector of All Saints Church, Gordon
Square, St Pancras, Middlesex.”

The impact of this on the Society, its day-to-day operations, and its public image was disastrous
and by early to mid 1839 Spring’s position in the Society — and indeed the Society itself — was
unravelling.

At the Society’s General Meeting, held on 30 May 1839 at the Freemasons’ Hall, the internal
conflicts became public.” Presided over by Lord Teignmouth, MP, he informed the meeting that
the Queen was now the Society’s patroness and benefactor and that the Society had significant
encouraged and promoted the design of improved escape equipment. Spring then began to read
the annual report, noting that a line of 19 fire-escapes, staffed by 11 conductors and a
superintendent, had been established across key points in London and in the past year these had
arrived at fires on 160 occasions before other services and had saved families on two occasions. The
financial position was serious however and Spring noted that while income totalled £1,621,
expenditure was £1,734 and the Society remained £170 in debt. He appealed to the public for
further support with this and to extend the Society’s escape network. Captain Manby then
recommended the report be adopted and he was seconded by the Reverend Hughes. At this point
James Hanley, a former committee member, tried to raise a question, to which Lord Teignmouth
responded that he could not do so until after all the other business had been transacted. Others
complained loudly that Hanley should be heard. Lord Teignmouth refused and threatened to leave
the meeting. Amid shouting from the floor about the Society’s accounts, a truce was agreed while
the awards were presented by Lord Teignmouth to Sergeant Lister, Richard Lacknane, and Robert
Loder. Hanley then rose again to question the committee, prompting Lord Teignmouth, Manby

7 Manby-Turner, 28 November 1838, O.14.21.

75 The Morning Chronicle, Saturday 20 April 1839. A further note on Evans’ case appeared in the London Gazette, 7 May 1839,
p- 965.

76 London Gazette, 4 July 1837, p. 1702.

77 London Gazette, 18 July 1843, p. 2460.

78 London Gazette, 15 September 1843, p. 3089.

79 The Times, Friday 10 May 1839, p. 3.
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and the Reverend Hughes to walk out of the meeting amid hissing and hooting. After some
confusion, John Hardy (1773-1855), one time MP for Bradford, took the chair in a more conciliatory
fashion and Henry Dison, who had been the acting treasurer the previous year, raised the
complaints that he, Hanley and others had about the committee. Arguing that the fire-escape
network was very patchy and not networked as the Annual Report had suggested, Dison’s main
questions concerned the state of the Society’s accounts.

The level of debt in March 1839 had been between £300 and £400, which appeared at odds
with the £170 Spring was now claiming it was. Defending the Society, Spring said the accounts had
been audited, though were unsigned, that the debt had been reduced through public donations,
and the insufficiency of the escape network was known to the committee but that it was as
comprehensive as could be achieved given the available resources. Extending an olive branch to
Dison, Hanley, and the others, Spring said he would be pleased to see them return to the
committee. Charles Ridley, who was also a committee member, supported the Dison faction and
after heated debate an agreed sub-committee was appointed to clarify matters and the meeting was
finally adjourned.8
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80 The Morning Post, Friday 31 May 1839, p. 2.
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Three weeks later, on Thursday 20 June, the meeting was reconvened, with Lord Teignmouth
again in the chair and Manby in attendance. In the intervening time, an attempt had been made to
reorganise the Society’s management and the adoption of the title ‘Royal’ re-emphasised, which
was used as a veneer to stabilise the institution. In describing the meeting, The Era noted that the
Society’s annual report was read, which stated that the Queen was now patron, and a subscriber of
10 guineas annually; hence the Society would henceforward nominate itself ‘Royal’ [emphasis added].

During the last year the Society had added three new fire-escapes to their stock. They had
now a line of 19 escapes through the metropolis, which were worked by 11 conductors and a
superintendent. These men had arrived at 160 fires before any other aid, and they saved four
persons through their escapes. It had been joined by the parishes of St Olave Southwark, and St
George in the East. For the year ending 21 March, the receipts had been £1740.13s. Amongst the
expenses were £342.7s.2d for new fire-escapes and the repairs to old ones; for the conductors and
superintendent, £635.11s.2d; for the Secretary and his assistant, £170.15s; for rent, £49.15s; for
advertising and printing, about £100; for medals, £25; for pecuniary rewards, £6.10s. A balance of
£4.10s.3d remained. The report was adopted. A committee composed of the late opponents was
agreed to, thanks were cordially voted to the noble chairman, and the meeting separated.®!

Financial and staffing problems were evident in this report. More extraordinary was the
Society’s decision to apparently proclaim itself ‘Royal’. Patronage itself did not confer such an
entitlement, though Society members may have been under the mistaken impression that it did. It
seems perhaps more likely that the crisis within the Society motivated members to construct this
new identity, like the Emperor’s new clothes, turning a blind eye at the same time to Court
procedure and etiquette.

Aside from its rebranding, committee members were replaced and William Spring appears
to have resigned or more likely been removed from his post as the Society Secretary at this time.
Shortly afterwards, a sub-committee was established to recruit a replacement and they advertised
thus:

SECRETARY WANTED, for a rising society, a gentleman, who writes a good and
expeditious hand, a perfect accountant, of good address and persevering and
business-like habits, and if he has some knowledge of law it would be desirable.
He would be required to give up the whole of his time to the interest of the
institution. The salary is £130 per annum. Testimonials to be sent, post paid,
directed to the sub-committee of the Society for the Protection of Life from Fire, 18
Charlotte Street, Bloomsbury, on or before the 4% of July next. Security to the
amount of £500 will be required.s?

What the response was to this advertisement is unclear, though the stipulation of £500 security
being required from the successful applicant underlines both the Society’s probable
apprehensiveness about employing yet another officer who was insolvent and its own pressing
need for liquidity.

In the midst of this upheaval Wivell was recognised for his fire-escape designs by the
Society of Arts, which now awarded him its silver medal. The fire-escape plans were described in
detail in the Society’s Transactions in 1838.8% The following year, on Monday 10 June 1839, the Duke
of Sussex presented Wivell with the silver medal.* No doubt spurred on by this, Wivell continued
to make further developments to lifesaving and fire-fighting equipment for the Society, exhibiting
a water-cart and fire-ladder to the public on Monday 7 October that year. Wivell proposed that 69
of these should be deployed across London alongside fire-escapes to provide a rapid first response
to fires, with funding to come from a rate levied on each household. In reporting the
demonstration, it was noted that there had been over 1,000 fires in London during 1838 and 1839,
at nearly 300 of which the Society’s escapes had served. However, all was not well and it was
reported that ‘The society not having met with the encouragement it deserved, its funds are now
completely exhausted’.s>

Wivell’s rival and the Society’s chief critic at the time, William Baddeley now resumed his
campaign in the pages of the Mechanics’ Magazine. Beginning by promoting his business colleague
Moses Merryweather’s fire-escape ladders, which he claimed had been instrumental in saving
almost 12 lives at a recent fire in the Strand, he went on to state that ‘Attention to this subject on
the part of London parishes, is more needful than ever, since the failure and breaking up of that

81 The Era, Sunday 23 June 1839.

82 The Times, Friday 28 June 1839, p. 2.

8 Transactions of the Society of Arts, 1838, pp. 27-274.
8 The Morning Chronicle, Tuesday 11 June 1839.

8 The Charter, Sunday 13 October 1839.
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precious piece of humbug — the “Fire-escape Society”’.% In responding to Baddeley, Wivell
debunked Baddeley’s claim about the role the Merryweather ladders had played, noting that the
individuals had been rescued by Constables R T Lock and T Carter, of F division, who had climbed
the stairs in the burning property in the Strand on 3 September, getting the occupants safely out
onto the roof before the ladders in question had arrived. He then acknowledged that:

...there has been some differences of opinion in the Committee relative to the best
plan to be adopted, since the last annual meeting of subscribers. Upon a strict
examination of their accounts, they deemed it expedient, in consequence of a
deficiency of funds, to dispense with the services of some of their fire-escape
conductors, until they should be provided with machines constructed on a new
principle to accompany their established escapes, as a first security for the lives of
the public.?”

Wivell went on to outline his new proposals, and his water cart design, arguing that ‘It is a fact
well known, that the want of a few buckets of water at the commencement of a fire, has frequently
caused the destruction of properties to an incredible amount’.®® Baddeley’s reply sought to
lampoon Wivell, claiming he seemed to have not heard of leather hoses, which could be more
effective than the water cart and that the latter appeared an inferior version of pre-existing designs
by Michael Rough and Manby. Turning his attention to the Society, he then quotes and endorses a
correspondent in a previous issue of the magazine who wrote ‘It is a great pity, that a society for
such an excellent purpose, which has been so nobly patronised, and so liberally supported should
suffer from incompetence or want of responsibility on the part of its officials’.?* With this, the
magazine’s editor — who had excised ‘paragraphs imputing unworthy motives to each other” from
both men’s letters — called a halt to the increasingly personalised debate.*®

Efforts to raise money to finance the Society’s operations continued. The Society had
petitioned the Court of Common Council in September, ‘complaining of distress’.! Then, in an
apparent effort to highlight the Society’s importance and need for financial support, the new
Secretary addressed an inquest in November 1839, following a fatal fire in Widegate Street, thus:

A gentleman, who we understand to be the secretary, addressed the jury, and said
that he had the honour of appearing before them as the representative of the
Royal Humane Society for the Preservation of Human Life from Fire. He only
lamented that such was the state of the funds of the society that they were obliged
a month ago, to give up their life-preserving machine. They were £300 in debt,
and until they could augment their funds their humane objects were frustrated;
they require funds to support eleven men, at £1 a week. The society had divided
London into sixty-nine districts, and it required the co-operation of the humane to
carry out the objects contemplated by them.”

Such efforts met with only limited success and, although some of Wivell's new water carts were
built and put into service with the Society, its operations dwindled during 1840 and 1841.

Alternative schemes began to be aired, including some by key figures associated with the
Society. In July 1840, for example, George Manby and Baddeley wrote to City Police Commissioner
Daniel Whittle Harvey (1786-1863) and the Lord Mayor of London, recommending the formation
of a fire-police force, equipped with extendable ladders and four to six portable fire extinguishers,
all carried on a light carriage, as a type of rapid response unit to assist in saving lives and
extinguishing fires.” Then, the police and London Fire Brigade proposed to London Corporation in
October 1840 that a system of escapes using sliding ladders developed by a Mr Gregory,
transported on Wivell’s water-carts, should be established at 20 sites across the City, the whole to
be staffed by the police.?* The cost of the equipment was estimated at £300-£400.

86 Mechanics’ Magazine, Saturday 19 October 1839, pp. 47-8.

87 Mechanics’ Magazine, Saturday 9 November 1839, p. 85.

8 Ibid.

8 Ibid., p. 87.

% Ibid.

91 The Morning Chronicle, Monday 30 September 1839.

92 The Morning Chronicle, Thursday 21 November 1839.

9 The Era, Sunday 12 July 1840.

% The Era, Sunday 25 October 1840, p. 5 and The Times, Thursday 22 October 1840, p. 7.
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In January 1841 a conductor was seriously injured falling through the escape’s canvas, having
attended a fire in Bloomsbury.” Around this time, Wivell resigned his post following a dispute
with some new members of the Society’s management committee. The cause of this is unclear,
though the preceding accident and the Society’s precarious financial situation may have been
factors. By April that year he had moved to live in Birmingham, Wivell and his wife Harriet
residing initially in Edgbaston with their niece, 15-year-old Sophia Tilbury. Here he resumed his
painting career alongside continued work on fire-escape design.?

In May that year, the Society’s conductors extinguished a fire in a ginger-beer
manufacturer’s premises at Clarendon Grove with help from locals to considerable acclaim,” doing
the same in August at a fire at 19 Francis Street. The Society’s Tottenham Court Road escape and
water-cart attended the latter fire, extinguishing the flames before the fire brigade’s arrival. This
was the nineteenth time since February of that year that the Society’s conductors had ‘the
satisfaction of affording effectual aid where one of the most serious calamities which can transpire
has overtaken the inhabitants of the metropolis’.%

In February 1842 the Society vacated its then office at 24 Percy Street, requesting
subscriptions be sent instead to a Mr Wood at 6 Great Russell Street, Bloomsbury, pending the
opening of a new office.” It appears likely that this move was due to the Society’s ever deepening
financial crisis and with this their capacity to operate any coherent service at this time was
minimal.

The Society nevertheless staggered on. In March 1843 disagreements within the committee
resulted in an actual split within the Society. The Secretary at the time, a Mr Williams, headed one
faction, which was based at 26 Charlotte Street, Bloomsbury Square, with a handful of members.
The larger faction moved to 66 Albany Street, Regent’s Park, and claimed and used the remaining
fire-escapes. Both groups claimed the right to the name of the Society and professed identical aims,
all of which probably resulted in considerable public consternation. The situation deteriorated into
farce in June 1843 when Conductors Bond and Wilkes were arrested for removing a brass plate
engraved with the words ‘Office of the Society for the Protection of Life from Fire” from the door of
26 Charlotte Street and taking it back to the Albany Street group. Brought to trial in Clerkenwell on
21 June before Judge Combe, Williams claimed to be responsible for the Society’s property, while
Charles Ridley claimed the Albany Street group was the legitimate Society, being supported in this
assertion by the then treasurer, Mr Francis, one of the collectors, Mr Anderson, and a Mr Thomas.
Which of them had title to the plate was unclear and Combe threw out the case, ordering the plate
to be returned ‘to those from whom it was taken’.® This was the nadir of the Society’s fortunes.

Elsewhere in London, however, a number of fire-escapes were being operated with far
more efficiency by local parishes and other voluntary groups. One of these, the St James’s Society,
had been running since 1840 and by 1843 had five stations in the parish, while a similar society in
St Pancras, operating since 1835, had several others. In reporting on the former’s annual report, The
Era commented that:

A general society might be formed by a general appeal to the community, so as to
furnish these fire-escapes throughout the entire range of our bills of mortality, and
we are persuaded that a strong and energetic appeal, by men of known weight
and influence, would meet with a willing response, and with the same generosity
which supports and endows our hospitals would be exerted on behalf of the high
purpose under advocacy. It should be borne in mind, too..., that those working
the fire-escapes as the primary duty would be found to be infrequently invaluable
in the extinction of fire at its first breaking out, and in co-operating with, or
preceding the fire-brigades by the greater celerity of their comparatively
unimpeded movement, prove themselves invaluable in the rescue of property
from the encroaching flames...10!

The comments were not quite as campaigning as they seemed, as — in another part of London — just
such a move was taking place and indeed was being reported in the same issue of The Era.

% The Examiner, Sunday 10 January 1841.

9 Gentleman’s Magazine, August 1849, p. 215; 1841 English census. Curiously, William Baddeley was also in Birmingham
when the census was taken that year.

9 The Times, Monday 3 May 1841, p. 4.

9 The Times, Saturday 28 August 1841, p. 6.

9 The Morning Chronicle, Thursday 3 February 1842.

100 The Morning Post, Thursday 22 June 1843.

101 The Era, Sunday 1 October 1843.



3: REORGANISATION OF THE SOCIETY

Several philanthropic men who were concerned about the risk to life posed by fires in London had
begun to liaise with a view to reforming the Society. Chief among the group were three men:
Sampson Low, senior (1797-1886), his son Sampson Low, junior (1822-1871), and John George
Henry Pownall (c.1792-1880). These were indeed ‘men of known weight and influence’, and they in
turn gathered other able figures into the project over the years ahead.

These included the Master of the Stationers’ Company and law publisher Joshua
Whitehead Butterworth (1817-1895), insurance company manager Edward Baylis (1791-1861),
Alderman and one-time Lord Mayor Thomas Quested Finnis (1801-1883), Deputy and long-time
member of the City of London Corporation Thomas Jefferson Holt (c.1804-1861), Deputy Thomas
Lott (c.1804-1869), one-time chairman of Middlesex magistrates Henry Morris Kemshead, JP, DL
(c.1792-1878), banker Henry Blanshard (c.1820-1870), the pious banker and notorious fraudster Sir
John Dean Paul (1802-1868), judge Thomas Henry Baylis (1817-1908), and many others.

Considering Sampson Low, senior, first, he was a prominent London publisher, who had
established a bookshop, stationers, and circulating library in 42 Lamb’s Conduit Street in 1819,
which he operated until its sale in 1849. Running his publishing business from offices at 169 Fleet
Street, then 47 Ludgate Hill from 1852 (later moving to 14 Ludgate Hill), Low gave the Society
office space in these same addresses. He became the senior member of the Society’s committee and
clearly influenced several others in the publishing world to join the Society. Serving on its
committee and as a trustee, Low’s input went beyond this and in his efforts to ensure efficiency he
could be found ‘often going out at night to see that the men were attending to their duties
properly, and his vigilance resulted in the saving of many lives’.1®? Low, senior, had various
philanthropic interests in addition to the Society, establishing for example a number of day and
Sunday schools for children of the poor.'® His son, Sampson Low, junior, suffered from delicate
health and was described as ‘a great invalid’. Despite this, he took a considerable interest in his
father’s publishing business (though was, especially in his latter years, only able to visit its offices
occasionally due to his infirmities). The future author of The Charities of London: Comprehending the
Benevolent, Educational and Religious Institutions (first published in 1850), Low junior was noted as a
‘conscientious and hard worker’. In due course, it would be acknowledged that the ‘Society owed
its existence and its continued prosperity to [his] zeal and efficiency’.1* With addresses at Ludgate
Hill and Great James Street, Low’s life exemplified an evangelical spirit that also motivated others
in the Society (a feature common among most humane societies of this period, most notably the
Royal Humane Society).1% Writing of various humane societies in London, Sampson Low reveals
some of his own social and religious motivations when he remarked that:

Very many of the ills of human life, no one can deny, are incident to want of care
and common precautionary measures...That much may be done, under the
blessing of God, for the saving of human life from the casualties of domestic and
every-day life, is abundantly evidenced by the details of such as have had years to
test their usefulness; and that much will be effected, both for safety and comfort of
the lower classes especially, there is great reason to hope.1%

102 The New York Times, Wednesday 18 April 1886, p. 3.

103 For further details see the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, volume 34, 2004, pp. 554-5.

104 Daily News, Wednesday 8 March 1871, p. 4.

105 For a good discussion of the role of religious sentiment in the Royal Humane Society see C P Barclay Heroes of Peace: The
Royal Humane Society and the Award of Medals in Britain 1774-1914, University of York, 2009, unpublished PhD thesis
available online at: http://etheses.whiterose.ac.uk.

106 S Low, The Charities of London: Comprehending the Benevolent, Educational and Religious Institutions, London: Sampson Low,
1850, p. 81.
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It is likely that Low’s marriage to Eliza Harriet Black, daughter of the Rev Robert Black, on 2 June
1853 both expressed and reinforced this tradition.10”

The third of the key figures in the Society’s reformation, Henry Pownall, was a well-known
magistrate, having chaired the Middlesex bench for 26 years. Active in religious movements such
as the Bible Society and the Church Missionary Society.

Pownall had also supported the Anti-Slavery Society and in 1829 proposed at a public
meeting chaired by William Wilberforce, in Freemasons” Hall, that the children born to slaves in
British dominions should be declared legally free. Having stood unsuccessfully as a Conservative
parliamentary candidate in 1834 and 1837, Pownall would subsequently devote himself in his
spare time to public philanthropic work.1%

107 The Ipswich Journal, Saturday 4 June 1853; The Lows had a son, born on 2 December 1858 at their home at 12 Grove
Terrace, Kentish Town, naming him Sampson.

108 The Pall Mall Gazette, Friday 9 April 1880; The Bristol Mercury and Daily Post, Friday 14 May 1880; The Times, Wednesday
28 April 1880, p. 13; F Boase, Modern English Biography, volume 2, London: Frank Cass & Co, 1965, p. 1,615.



Reorganisation of the Society

These men and others met on Tuesday 26 September 1843 in the Freemasons Tavern to
organise a rescue effort. Pownall chaired the meeting and emphasised the importance of the
Society’s original aims, particularly the creation of a chain of local fire-escapes. Concurring with
Pownall, Sampson Low related how the Cole family were saved from a fire at 6 Calthorpe Street in
June that year by one of the Society’s escapes, which had arrived on the scene half an hour before
the fire engine.

It was claimed that the Society had ‘suspended its operations since 1840” and Low said its
state was due to “pecuniary difficulties and some misunderstanding between the officers of the
original Society’. Low was elected Secretary on a temporary basis and 15 people formed a
committee that aimed to restore the Society.!® Their mission was spelled out in the following
resolution, which was carried unanimously:

That this Meeting being fully satisfied with the paramount utility of a Society for
the Protection of Life from Fire feel deep regret that the ‘Royal Society’ has lost
much of the requisite support through various untoward circumstances and
therefore consider it necessary to elect a Provisional Committee whose duty it shall
be to endeavour by every means in its power to reinstate the Society in the good
opinion of the Public and that the Committee have power to investigate the present
circumstances of the Society and to report thereon at a General Meeting to be held
in the month of March next.!0

Following this meeting, the fire-escape sites (which had dwindled to six) and the Society’s other
property was transferred to Low and his provisional committee in return for £120, which was then
used by the remnants of the previous committee to meet some of their outstanding financial
commitments. Other creditors subsequently emerged and complained of further unpaid debts. The
new committee (perhaps mindful of adverse publicity) adopted a conciliatory stance towards the
creditors, arguing that — while not bound by the actions of the previous committee, which they
clearly wanted to distinguish themselves from — they would consider such claims as might be
referred.!!

An arguably more ambivalent attitude was evinced at the same meeting and subsequently
towards Abraham Wivell. He had continued to improve his fire-escape designs and supervised
their manufacture in Birmingham. He supplied his latest improved escape to the Society in May
1844.112 In October that year he unsuccessfully requested a £5 royalty from the Society for an escape
they had manufactured apparently based on his designs."'® The following year he contacted the
Society again, this time enquiring whether the Society would honour a promise the previous
committee had made to present him with a medal for his various fire-escape inventions. The
Secretary was directed to inform Wivell ‘that the Committee could not be bound by any of the
engagements of the old committee but that any application he [might] make and the grounds for
such application, must be addressed in full to the present committee, and the same would then be
taken into consideration by them’.!* Given the precedent of Manby (and the subsequent liberal
stance towards honorary awards to other committee members), as well as Wivell’s very substantial
efforts towards the aims of the Society, his claim for recognition seems modest. Whether the
Society granted him a medal however remains unclear. Six weeks after this application, Wivell
attended one of the Society’s committee meetings and outlined his latest model escape. This
personal appearance was clearly more effective as the committee now agreed that ‘some
remuneration should be voted [to] Mr Wivell on the building of every such machine’."”> An
inspection report of Wivell’s new escape by Henry Wright concluded that it was ‘a very good one
indeed, and all the alterations...were very great improvements; indeed he [Wright] could not
imagine a better planned machine for general purposes’.!'¢ Purchasing this latest escape for £50, the
Society agreed to pay Wivell a royalty of £5 for each new escape they made using his designs.!"”
For Wivell and his family, as will be seen later, this belated recognition would prove to be partial at
best.

109 The Era, Sunday 1 October 1843; The Morning Chronicle, Sunday 1 October 1843.

110 P Cahill The Society for the Protection of Life from Fire: Established 1836, Centenary Year 1936. London: SPLF [unpublished,
.1965].

111 General Committee Meeting, 20 June 1845.

112 Committee Meeting, 15 April and 21 May 1844.

113 Committee Meeting, 1 October 1844.

114 General Committee Meeting, 20 June 1845.

115 Rotary Committee, 1 August 1845.

116 Rotary Committee, 1 September 1845.

117 Rotary Committee, 17 September 1845.
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Reorganisation of the Society

The first year of its operations saw the reorganised Society established in Low’s office in
Lamb’s Conduit Street. A new permanent committee was formed and met for the first time on 2
April 1844. Sampson Low, junior, was appointed as Secretary at a salary of £50 per annum and Dr
Charles Ridley,"'® who appears to have been on the former committee of the Society in at least 1839,
was appointed as its Honorary Surgeon. Over 80 fires were attended by the Society’s conductors
from March 1844 to March 1845 and several lives saved. Two changes were made to the Society’s
medal: the word ‘Royal’” was inserted into the title and the date ‘1844” was substituted for the
previously used ‘1836’. The modification of the title to include ‘Royal’ clearly added status. The
change of date however is the most interesting, symbolically excising the original foundations of
the Society in 1836, removing the new committee from that perceived failure, and creating an
image of a new organisation. Why 1844 was chosen rather than 1843 when the reorganisation
actually began is unclear, though it may reflect the time when the permanent committee first met.

The First Annual Meeting of the Society (under its new management) was held in the
afternoon of Thursday 10 April 1845 at the Freemasons’ Tavern. Henry Pownall again chaired the
meeting, which extolled the values and ideas of the Society and publicised its achievements over
the past year. During the course of the meeting a number of medals were presented, the first such
award going to Joseph Hepworth for his bravery at a fire on 16 April 1844 in Clerkenwell.
Afterwards, the conductors and their escapes were reviewed by the committee in Lincoln’s Inn
Fields."® At a General Meeting held four days later, three people were appointed Collectors of the
Society, ‘the said Collectors to receive as Commission, 15 per cent on all sums collected by them
and 5 per cent on all sums paid to the Bankers, Treasurer or Secretary’. Through such means, the
Society succeeded in generating an income of about £800 contributed by some 1,500 Subscribers
during the first year following the reconstruction. These subscribers became members of the
Society, the level of their subscriptions determining their category of membership.

It is evident from this that the Lows, together with the new committee, pursued the
Society’s objectives energetically, the Society being re-established on a strong foundation and the
succeeding years witnessed its rapid growth and development. Following the reorganisation, the
key objectives were detailed as follows:

1) To establish and maintain trained personnel (i.e. the Conductors) who would be
instructed in and placed in charge of public fire-escapes, which were to be stationed in
different parts of London, in order to be readily available in case of fire.

2) To evaluate various fire-escape designs and adopt the best of these for the Society’s use.
3) To publicise information which would promote the best methods of insuring the safety of
persons in danger from fire.

4) To confer awards on those who distinguish themselves in their attempts to save life from
fire, particularly where such actions occur in or around London.

These appear substantially to be a restatement of the aims and objectives of the Society as it was in
1836, though the emphasis on training and quality was arguably higher. The training and
improvement in the efficiency of conductors, and promotion of their public profile as popular
heroes, would become an increasingly evident Society marketing strategy as they sought to
consolidate their local grass-roots support and expand their operations.

This profile was augmented by the high visibility of fire-escapes and their conductors. The
latter were provided with a uniform consisting of a cap with the initials of the Society painted on
the front from 18 June 1844, which was shortly afterwards followed by a coat, with trousers being
provided to conductors after 12 months service. From 1851 a helmet with bronze fittings and a chin
chain was introduced. This uniform was essentially part of and allied to a disciplinary regime. The
monitoring and enforcement of the latter was supported by the appointment of a part-time
Superintendent — a Mr Spencer — on a salary of £15 per annum. His task was ‘to visit each station
during the night, twice a week at irregular intervals’. In due course this role was rebranded as an
Inspector. The system was further described by Baddeley thus:

At each of these places a fire-escape is stationed nightly, attended by a conductor
who is well experienced in its use. The conductor is dressed in a neat brown

118 Born in Leicestershire in about 1806 the son of James Ridley, Charles Ridley became a licensed apothecary in 1829 and
medical doctor (MRCS England) in 1830. He lived at 6 Charlotte Street, Bloomsbury, London, appearing there in 1851 with
his wife Caroline Martha Ann (née Sheppard, who he married on 25 July 1843) and later in 1861 a second wife Sarah. He
died on 3 January 1868 (St Giles [London] Register District, Jan-March 1868, vol. 1b, p. 306) and his burial took place on 9
January at Kensal Green All Souls Cemetery. He left effects valued at £8,000 in his will (National Probate Calendar, 1861-
1941).

119 The Morning Chronicle, Wednesday 9 April 1845.

29



30

Saved from the Flames

uniform with cap and buttons; he is equipped with a belt, axe, crowbar, etc, and it
is his duty to attend all fires in his neighbourhood upon the first alarm being
given to him. The conductors are visited at uncertain periods throughout the
night by their inspectors, and also by other officers of the society. Any breach of
discipline is severely punished, and inebriety subjects the offender to instant
dismissal.120

Baddeley’s reference to ‘inebriety” among the conductors pointed to an ongoing issue. Drinking
was widespread in the culture at the time. The Society’s hierarchy however was keen on
temperance among its conductors. Difficulties arose for them in judging the level of intoxication
among conductors. One conductor, for instance, Thomas Wood, having been disciplined for
fighting with a fellow conductor in 1844, was subsequently reported by Low, junior, ‘for being the
worse for liquor while on duty the evening of 18" inst, but as the evidence did not appear
conclusive as to his having been unfit for duty, he was merely reprimanded but was informed at
the same time by the Chairman that upon the next report made against him for his conduct, he
would be discharged’.”?! Such cases were not unusual and in 1856 the committee considered
relocating escape stations as far as possible from pubs.!2

The regulations governing the conductors had developed over time. In April 1844
Conductor Joseph Dolby was dismissed from his post for misconduct. At the same time the
committee began to draw up an explicit set of regulations governing conductors and guidance for
the public to aid rescue work.””® The initial list of 14 rules and regulations were clarified and
augmented over the ensuing years and by 1864 they numbered 18 (see the final endpapers for the
former and appendix III for the latter). This combination of heightened profile and stringent
enforcement of discipline would gradually begin to have an effect on the success of the Society and
its public image.

The local nature of the fire-escape stations and their attendant conductors, supported by
parish contributions and donations from local subscribers, gave the organisation a necessary
visibility within their communities. This was important in sustaining and expanding the
organisation. It was even more important in the actual operation of the fire-escapes themselves. A
very rapid arrival at fires was essential where lives were at risk. Achieving this depended on
conductors receiving prompt notification about fires and being able to call upon public assistance
in running with the wheeled escape to the scene. Policemen were preferred assistants in such cases
but ordinary members of the public contributed substantially to these roles. Such active
participation was encouraged by the offer of a series of monetary rewards. The final scale of these
was as follows:

1) To the person giving the call at a fire-escape station, whereby the Conductor is enabled
to save life (persons ‘calling’ to assist the conductor) — 5s.0d

2) If it enables the conductor to arrive before an engine - 2s.6d

3) If after an engine — 1s.6d

4) To the second and third persons assisting the conductor, each 1s.0d.’

Such a regime was clearly effective and numerous accounts report escapes arriving in
advance of the fire engines. The possibility of rewards probably also contributed to the popular
enthusiasm for the Society and the increasing status of the conductors as heroes. The necessity of
an efficient service was highlighted by events at a fatal fire that occurred at Raggett’s Hotel in
Dover Street, Piccadilly, on 27 May 1845.1* One of the Society’s conductors apparently made a
bungling effort to raise the fire-escape to the windows at which it was needed, the mishandling of
which may have contributed to the death toll. The same day as the newspapers carried news of the
inquests, the Society — perhaps in an effort to mitigate damage to its reputation — published
guidelines for the public to assist them in escaping from burning buildings.'>> The Society then
held a special meeting to consider how such loss of life might be prevented in future. Chaired by
Pownall, the committee argued that further escapes staffed by efficient conductors were needed
throughout the city, with the government being urged to alternatively compel parishes to fund
these, to directly fund the Society or, most radically, to take over its rescue functions. The unnamed
conductor who had attended the Raggett’s Hotel fire was noted at the meeting as having been

120 Mechanics” Magazine, Saturday 10 April 1847, p. 349.

121 General Meeting, 20 June 1845.

122 Quarterly General Meeting, 25 July 1856.

123 Committee Meetings, 15 April and 23 May 1844.

124 For an account of this fire see The Examiner, 31 May 1845, p. 348.
125 Lloyd’s Weekly London Newspaper, Sunday 1 June 1845.



Reorganisation of the Society

dismissed.'? Following such publicity, the Corporation of the City of London made a grant of £200
to the Society to provide a further six escapes, which were completed and sited across the City by
September 1846. This brought the Society’s escape stations to 21, distributed across one third of
London. They had, by then, saved some 19 lives since 1844.1%

The expansion of the reorganised Society may be partly attributed to the ability of its
various officers and the confidence they generated. The leading day to day officers of the Society
by 1850 were Low, junior, (the Secretary) and Sir John Dean Paul, Bart, (who acted as its
Treasurer), the latter being part of Strahan, Paul and Bates bank at 217 Strand.!?® Paul was also a
member of the Society’s Management Committee, while his company acted as the Society’s
bankers. He was apparently a pious man, prominent in religious circles at the time. As will be
discussed later, there was more to Sir John Paul than met the eye. Nor were all of the officers easy
individuals.

Among the more challenging, the Society’s one-time arch critic and rival of the unfortunate
Wivell, William Baddeley was — in about 1846 — appointed as a superintendent or inspector with
the Society. Living at 29 Alfred Street, Islington, Baddeley was given responsibility for supervising
the East District, while the previously mentioned Mr Spencer, residing at 7 Great Portland Street,
occupied the same position for the West District. With his appointment, Baddeley’s criticism
ceased and he instead became an enthusiastic exponent of the reformed Society. In 1847 he thus
described the Society as ‘decidedly a popular and public institution; its performances within the
limits of which subscriptions have hitherto permitted its extension, have been most gratifying. Let
us hope that the demonstration of usefulness already afforded, will induce the extension and
permanent establishment of so humane and benevolent a society’.'?

Baddeley, however, continued to be an argumentative and partisan man and had difficult
relations with various people including James Braidwood and his fire brigade staff. Noting one
such episode in his diary, Braidwood recorded how he had ‘called at Mr Merryweather, told him
that I did not admire Mr Baddeley’s writing in the Mechanics” Magazine and that it was believed to
be done at least with Mr Merryweather’s consent, also that Mr Baddeley spoke in an unpleasant
and taunting way to the men in charge of the steam engine, that if he continued to do so I would
not be answerable for the consequences’.’®® Such an attitude was in contrast to the usually
harmonious and co-operative relations that existed between the Society’s conductors and the fire-
brigade.’3!

Year after year the Society’s fire-escape provision and their operations in London from the
1844 re-establishment showed a steady development resulting in an increasing numbers of lives
saved. These developments are summarised in the table below.!®

During this period the Society attempted to lobby not only parishes and London
authorities, but it also approached the government to develop fire protection, several committee
members and members of the public for instance meeting with officials from the Home Office on
20 June 1848.13%

Criticism of the Society remained sporadic, though this was generally strongly challenged
by its officers. For example, in December 1848, The Examiner asserted in an editorial that people
should make their own escape plans in case of fire, especially through improved emergency access
through neighbouring properties either over the roof or along balconies, that the Society escapes

126 The Examiner, Saturday 7 June 1845, p. 362.

127 The Era, Sunday 6 September 1846, p. 14; London Journal, October 1846, p. 74.

128 S Low, The Charities of London, London: Sampson Low, 1850, p. 85.

129 Mechanics” Magazine, Saturday 10 April 1847, p. 350.

130 B Henham, True Hero: The Life and Times of James Braidwood, Father of the British Fire Service. Romford: Braidwood Books,
2000, p. 166. Baddeley and Merryweather were business associates, with Merryweather producing some of his colleague’s
designs, such as the farmer’s fire engine.

131 Jbid., p. 128. An unusual exception occurred in 1853 when Braidwood complained about Conductor Thomas Bell who, he
claimed, caused unnecessary damage to shutters before the fire brigade arrived at the fire.

132 Data derived from various sources including Low, The Charities of London, p. 85; The Morning Chronicle, Friday 30 June
1854; The Times, Saturday 6 January 1855, p. 8; The Morning Chronicle, Monday 30 June 1856, The Morning Chronicle,
Wednesday 24 June 1857; Daily News, Wednesday 6 January 1858; North Wales Chronicle, Saturday 15 January 1859; Daily
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Year I . Conductors (& Fires .
. ncome | Stations . Inspectors Lives saved
ending Supernumaries) attended
1845 £1,128 11 6 1 116 13
1846 - 15 - 2 96 7
1847 £1,719 21 - 2 139 11
1848 £1,826 25 - 2 197 17
1849 £1,999 26 - 2 223 31
1850 £2,077 28 - 2 198 10
1851 £2,222 30 - 2 226 36
1852 £3,174 34 nearly 40 2 253 25
1853 £3,665 40 - 2 265 46
1854 £3,172 40 - 2 328 28
1855 - 43 - 2 354 41
1856 £3,894 45 - 2 368 59
1857 £4,724 50 60 2 390 70
1858 - 62 60 (+ several s'num) 3 545 61
1859 £6,950 70 - 4 482 60
1860 £7,280 72 - 4 524 94
1861 £7,338 73 76 4 507 61
1862 £7,842 75 79 (+ 4 s'num) 4 658 95
1863 - 81 84 (+ 6 s’'num) 4 613 67
1864 £9,429 85 88 (+ 7 s'num) 5 629 72
1865 - 85 89 (+ 6 s'num) 5 712 68
1866 £9,294 85 89 (+ 6 s'’num) 5 695 78
1867 £8,761 85 89 (+ 6 s'num) 5 781 100
Total - - - - 9,299 1,150

Table 1: Expansion of the Society between 1844 and 1867

were useless, and they ‘would do well to make a bonfire of their gimcrack engine’.’* Taking up
this criticism, Low discussed two cases the newspaper had cited, noting that in one nobody was in
danger and thus the escape did not need to be raised, while at the second the fatalities were due to
the location of the fire ‘at the back of a badly arranged house’, which trapped the occupants within.
Low then noted various public commendations the Society had received for its efforts and
emphasised the record of 65 lives it had saved since 1843.1%

Abraham Wivell now briefly returned to London to demonstrate an improved escape
design at the London Gasworks at Vauxhall on Tuesday 15 August 1848. At the event a Mr Phillips
began with a demonstration of his ‘Fire Annihilator’ (a type of fire extinguisher) to the Home
Secretary Sir George Grey (1799-1882) and other members of the government. Wivell then showed
how the fire-escape, initially illustrating its utility in assisting people to escape from burning
buildings and then how it could be also used by firemen as a platform from which they could more
effectively direct their hoses at fires.’® Despite this demonstration appearing promising, Wivell
failed to gain substantial backing and returned to Birmingham where, the following year, on 29
March 1849, he died from chronic bronchitis.!3”

His death notice in the Liverpool Mercury recorded him as ‘Mr Abraham Wivell, artist and
inventor of fire-escapes adopted by the Royal Society for the Protection of Life from Fire’.13
Following this, Wivell’s wife Harriet approached the Society seeking some financial assistance,
particularly in the light of her late husband’s inventions.’ This resulted in the Secretary
highlighting at the next committee meeting that as an interim measure he had secured £5 for Mrs
Wivell as a premium payable on a single escape that had been ordered by Sweden.'* This was
augmented at the end of July with a further £5, paid ‘with the distinct understanding that it is only
as a gratuity, and that its continuance upon the building of future “fire-escapes” must not be

134 The Examiner, 9 December 1848, p. 786.

135 Jbid., p. 835.

136 The Era, Sunday 20 August 1848, p. 7; The Standard, Wednesday 16 August 1848.

137 Gentleman’s Magazine, August 1849, p. 215.

138 Liverpool Mercury, Friday 13 April 1849; see also his obituary in the Art Journal, July 1849, pp. 205-6 (this being
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expected’.'#! The accounts for 1850-51 show Mrs Wivell receiving a £5 gratuity following the
building of one escape.’*? This was not quite the end of the story for the unhappy Wivell family.
Wivell’s eldest son, Abraham Wivell, junior, tried to pursue a career as an artist and later
photographer to support the family and was noted as having some talent. By January 1863,
however, he was also in difficulties and was made bankrupt.'*®* He died in December 1867. Harriet
Wivell struggled on and in 1868, being ‘in much reduced circumstances’, again petitioned the
Society for assistance. Her plea was met with a donation of £20, with the proviso that ‘this must be
understood as a final grant’.!* By 1871 her situation appears to have improved slightly as she was
then living at 7 King Edward’s Place, Ladywood, Birmingham, with two of her daughters and one
domestic servant. Harriet Wivell died on 6 March 1885 of ‘natural decay’.'*

As part of its remit the Society sought occasionally to test new equipment that might be of
use to its conductors. One such piece of apparatus was a smoke mask, developed by two members
of the Society, Conductor Robinson and Brigadier Siems. They demonstrated this to members of
the committee in March 1849, remaining in a smoke filled room for 10 minutes. The sub-committee
present agreed the mask would be of considerable benefit to its conductors and recommended its
adoption to the general committee as soon as the inventors were able to have them
manufactured.’¢ The fate of this particular smoke mask is unclear, though such devices were
reputedly unpopular with some conductors.

Nevertheless, the idea would re-emerge in 1862 when another version would be tested.
That year, representatives from the Society attended trials in Millwall of a respirator developed by
a Mr Bradbrook. In March Mr Gordon, one of the Society’s inspectors, and four conductors, Samuel
Wood, Edward Preston, Horton, and Edward Cooke, together with William Roberts and his sons,
inventors of a self-propelled steam fire-engine, tested the new breathing apparatus in a smoke
chamber. They remained in the iron fire-proof room for over 13 minutes, surrounded by smoke
and toxic fumes. Impressed by the results, the Society ordered several respirators for conductors to
use.¥”

Other styles of fire-escapes were also considered. Among those tested, that by David
Davies (1818-1890), a Great Western Railway carriage builder, was commended and one such
escape was stationed by the Society at the obelisk at Blackfriars Road in June 1848 and attracted
some public interest.*s This was apparently the third escape Davis had designed. This escape,
capable of being used to a height of 42 feet, consisted of a single strong ladder, braced on its
underside with wire ropes. On the front of the ladder a sliding balcony is fitted, which is moved up
and down with the aid of a windlass operated from the sides of the carriage (with lever-brakes and
rubber buffers providing added security against the balcony’s uncontrolled descent). A
supplemental ladder was stored underneath the main ladder and this could be fitted to the balcony
so that access could be gained to third floors.

This escape was used in the rescue of the Clare family in August 1848. A fire broke out in
the lower part of their property in Friar Street, Blackfriars Road. Clare, his wife and child were
rescued by Conductor Thomas Wood just as they were preparing to jump from an upper window.
Wood was awarded a Testimonial and half a sovereign for his efforts.!#

141 General Quarterly Meeting Minutes, 30 July 1849.

142 Fifteenth Annual Report of the Royal Society for the Protection of Life from Fire, 1851, p. 18.

143 London Gazette, 16 January 1863, p. 312.

144 Quarterly General Meeting Minutes, 23 October 1868.

145 Bob Freeman, email to RW dated 17 July 2009.

146 The Literary Gazette and Journal of Belles Lettres, March 1849, pp. 241-2.

147 Birmingham Daily Post, Tuesday 11 March 1862.

148 [t was for example depicted in the Illustrated London News, 17 February 1849, and The Lady’s Newspaper, in 1851.
149 [llustrated London News, 17 February 1849; Lloyd’s Weekly Newspaper, Sunday 20 May 1849.



John Hudson’s Fire Escape Design c1830

Reorganisation of the Society
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