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Throughout its long history, Scotland's capital has suffered many catastrophic fires.  The worst of these broke out in November 1824 and has been known ever since as the Great Fire of Edinburgh.  
It began in a building at the head of Old Assembly Close, a short distance down the High Street from St Giles' Cathedral and Parliament Square.  Around ten o'clock on the night of Monday 15th November a passer-by spotted flames shooting out of a second-floor window and let out the first of the many cries of “Fire!” which were to reverberate through the city over the next nightmarish few days.

A fire engine was almost immediately in attendance.  The city's fire station – now Lothian & Borders' Police Information Centre on the Royal Mile – was only a few steps away.  Unfortunately, because the wells in the High Street were not natural but required refilling every morning from the reservoir on Castle Hill, there was a problem in finding sufficient water to feed through the studded leather hoses.  It was an hour before the engine was primed for action.  
	
Fanned by a brisk breeze blowing from the south-west, the delay allowed the flames to take hold and spread.  By this time five other fire engines were arriving from all over the city and Leith.  Drawn not by horses but by the firemen who operated them, they were substantial machines.  Their very size and solidity caused another difficulty.  Like most of Edinburgh's closes, Old Assembly Close was narrow, making it impossible to get a fire engine near to the seat of the blaze.  

This narrowness also caused a chimney effect, and the fire was soon snaking its way down towards the Cowgate.  It spread up the High Street too, engulfing Borthwick's Close and Old Fishmarket Close.  There was plenty of combustible material for the flames to feed on:  piles of firewood, wooden barrows, stalls and rubbish outside houses, wooden partitions and furniture inside them, books, textiles and other goods in shops and copious amounts of spirits in the many taverns.   

In the meantime, it was quite literally all hands to the pumps.  A contemporary journalist was an eye-witness throughout to the events of this long and terrible night.  He noticed “all distinction of rank being lost now in one common and generous anxiety”, everyone working side-by-side in a frantic effort to extinguish the flames.  Many residents of the New Town hurried across to the High Street as soon as they saw those shooting up into the night sky.  They included the then Lord Justice Clerk, the Solicitor General and the Lord Advocate of Scotland.    

The journalist witnessed the destruction of his own place of work, the offices of the Edinburgh Courant.  Like others who were there, he was clearly torn between horror and awe, the fire now dramatically visible from all over Edinburgh and miles around. 

The wind having died down, he described sparks shooting upwards as if “spouted from a volcano”.  The clouds were a dusky, lurid red, the glare lighting up the rocks and stones of the Castle, Calton Hill, Salisbury Crags and the spires of Edinburgh's churches.  The embers falling back to earth were to prove disastrous to one of those.

By the following morning the wind had risen again.  Although the original fire had by this time more or less burnt itself out, a fresh alarm was raised when flames were spotted licking around the steeple of the Tron Kirk.  A horrified yet fascinated crowd gathered.  Among them was lawyer Henry Cockburn, later to become Lord Cockburn.  

He subsequently described in Memorials of His Time how he and his colleagues ran out “gowned and wigged” from the court and how he thought as he watched the flames that “there could not be a more beautiful firework.”  The lead which coated the Tron's wooden steeple melted in the heat, pouring down to earth in liquid form.  

A gilded weathercock held its position for longer.  Henry Cockburn felt it was looking down with disdain on the watching crowd and the crackling fire.  At last it too succumbed to the flames.   At a quarter to twelve, the minute hand on the still outwardly undamaged clock face dropped from the horizontal to the vertical and also liquefied, slithering and glittering its way to earth.

With the heart-stopping bravery which characterised their calling then as it does now, firemen had scaled the church in an attempt to dowse the flames.  The ladders they used were forty-five feet long.  Stored in Edinburgh Castle, they were an important part of the fire defences of a city with so many tall buildings.  

There were, however, no ladders long enough to reach the dizzy heights of the next locus of this appalling series of fires.  At ten o'clock on the night of Tuesday 16th November a third major blaze erupted in the attics of an eleven-storey tenement in the south-east corner of Parliament Square, overlooking the Cowgate.  

Once again, the Edinburgh Courant's man was on the scene, once again torn between horror and awe, describing what he saw as “unspeakably grand and terrific”.  A blaze like this hadn't been seen in Edinburgh since the English invasion of 1544, when the Earl of Hertford had led his troops on a trail of destruction during the course of the Rough Wooing.    

As the fight to save the threatened Parliament House and Law Courts continued through Tuesday night into Wednesday morning, the Courant journalist noted how “the bronzed faces of the fireman shone momentarily from under their caps as their heads were raised at each successive stroke of the engines.”  The soldiers stationed in the Castle were helping too, the flames of the fire reflecting in the swords of their mounted officers.

In Parliament Square as elsewhere, rich and poor worked together to fight the fire.  A woman called Janet Blackwood “wrought for many hours with a spirit and perseverance truly masculine.”   So did the Lord Advocate, Sir William Rae.  One man working the pump with him was impressed enough to give him a slap on the back and an enthusiastic “Weel done, my lord!”

The retained firemen had recently been formed into the first municipal fire brigade in the world.   Only four weeks' before, James Braidwood had taken up his post as Master of Fire Engines.  Just twenty-four years old, he was to go on to become the father of the British fire service, the brigade he organized and trained in Edinburgh providing the model which all others were to follow.   

Ten years after the Great Fire he left Edinburgh to become the first superintendent of the newly formed London Fire Brigade and it was there he died, still fighting fires, at the age of 64.  His death “at the post of duty” caught the public imagination.  A modern biography of him, True Hero, describes how huge crowds lined the streets to pay their respects at his funeral.    

The most important lesson Braidwood learned in Edinburgh in 1824 had to do with what he called “lack of concert”.  There was no co-ordination and too many people issuing often conflicting orders: soldiers, magistrates, city officials, those who considered themselves “gentlemen of importance.”  There may have been plenty of Indians but there were also far too many chiefs.  

It was Braidwood who pushed for this to be changed.  It's thanks to him that when a fire is being fought, the local fire-master is in complete and overall command of the operation to put it out, a principle now unquestioned world-wide.  

Firefighting had long been a complicated business.  The different insurance companies ran small private brigades.  Pay your premium and you would be given a fire-mark, a plate made of copper or lead and highly coloured and decorated so as to be easily visible in the event of a fire.  If your house or place of business didn't have one of these it wasn't unknown for an insurance company's brigade to stand and watch it burn.  

Worse still, if a fire broke out in buildings insured by different companies, there could be fights between their brigades over sourcing the water necessary to put it out.  Ten years before the Great Fire of Edinburgh, Sir Patrick Walker felt so strongly about the stupidity of this he wrote a letter to the Scots Magazine.  When James Braidwood wrote his own classic Construction of Fire-Engines and Apparatus, the Training of Firemen and Method of Proceeding in Cases of Fire, he quoted Sir Patrick's letter.

There were fire-masters who were public servants in Edinburgh before James Braidwood.  After a previous extensive blaze in 1700, the city fathers issued an ordinance stipulating there should be twelve of them, each with six assistants.  Ordinary citizens had to play their part too.  Each household was obliged to keep at least two leather buckets full of water and tenement residents had to equip themselves with ropes the height of their buildings plus an extra “four fathoms.”  The extra length allowed for a loop to be tied around those being lowered from burning houses by other people.  

Though the firemen and volunteer helpers Braidwood was striving to command worked like Trojans, it was the weather which finally put out the Great Fire of November 1824.   On the Wednesday of this calamitous week for Edinburgh there were prolonged showers of sleet, hail and heavy rain and by Thursday the last flames were extinguished.      

The damage was terrible.  Great swathes of tenements, old houses and ancient lands in the closes running between the High Street and the Cowgate lay in ruins.  Unstable as they were, these now posed a new threat.  Of the thirteen people who died as a result of the fire, three were crushed by falling masonry.  

Captain Francis Head of the Royal Engineers was called in to advise and recommended immediate demolition.  He was ably assisted by Captain Hope of the Royal Navy, whose ship the Brisk was lying in Leith Roads.  Captain Hope volunteered himself and forty of his crew, seamen of the days of sail being adept at the climbing involved to safely bring the damaged buildings down.  

Homes, taverns, shops and other places of business had been destroyed, the lives of the people who'd lived and worked in them turned tapsil-teerie.  The Scotsman also reported the fire, observing how pitiful the poor looked as they fled their homes, clutching what meagre possessions they'd had time to save.   

Understandably, many of Edinburgh's citizens were terrified by what had happened.  Some believed God was punishing His people for being too fond of the pleasures of the flesh the city had to offer.  Others worked themselves into a panic, speculating that the fires had been set by arsonists, motivated by malice and a twisted pleasure in wreaking havoc and wrecking other people's lives. Fear of urban terror is nothing new.      

There was a huge outpouring of sympathy for those who'd lost their homes and considerable practical help.  Immediate shelter was offered to almost two hundred people at Queensberry House in the Canongate, now part of the Scottish Parliament building.  Several ladies in the New Town gathered together clothes and other practical necessities, Mrs Trotter of Princes Street and her friends handing over one hundred flannel petticoats of, thoughtfully, various sizes.   

A fund was established for financial donations, followed in swift order by a committee to manage the money.  Robert Chambers, at only twenty-two already the author of the marvellous Traditions of Edinburgh, and who went on with his brother to found the publishing house which made their name famous, wrote and printed a pamphlet on notable fires in Edinburgh, gifting all proceeds to the fund.      

And the cause of all this death, destruction and upheaval? Probably a candle left burning and unattended in the premises of Kirkwood the engravers, makers of one of the definitive maps of Edinburgh, whose printing house was at the head of Old Assembly Close. Possibly blown over by a draught or by vibration from a neighbouring building, the flame had plenty of paper to feast on. 

James Braidwood, the father of modern firefighting, is now remembered by a handsome statue in Parliament Square. Sculpted by Kenneth MacKay and cast by the Powderhall Bronze Company, it stands close to the first municipal fire station and the site of the 1824 fire. It's a perfect location for this figure who has inspired generations of firefighters world-wide, and whose own mettle was forged during those November days and nights when the Great Fire raged through Edinburgh.    

© Maggie Craig


[bookmark: _GoBack]


9

