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Summary

An analysis has been made of reports of incidents attended by Fire
Brigades during 1953 in which fatal casualties occurred.

Of the total of 464 fatalities reported, 143 resulted from the ignition
of personal clothing while being worn and 108 of the casualties in this group
were female. Incidonts in which bedding was first ignited caused 38 deaths;
20 of these were caused by smokers materials and matches, and 16 by heating
apparatus .placed too close to the bed. Ninety-one fatal casualties vlere due
to airoraft crashes, 27 of which occurred in one civil aircraft accident.

There were 39 fatalities among children under 5 years old, and ~ 96 c-unong
persons over 60 years old. In the latter group 110 dmths were due to thc
ignition of personal clothing while being worn; 81 of these f~talit~es were
female.

About 60 per cent of the total fatal casua::.ties occurred in private
houses and flats, and 28 per cent in the oFen.

~vo hundred and fifty-two casualties occurred in fires that were confined
to the room of origin and in 103 of these the fire ?8.S confinec1 to personal
clothing. Eighty-two fatal casualties occurred in fires that spread beyond the
room of origin.
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DEATHS DUE TO FlRE IN 1953

(An ,analysis of all reports from Fire Brigades in the United
Kingdom of inoidents' in which fatal casualties occurred)

by

J.F. Fry and Mrs. J.E.L. Hinton

nn:RoreOTION

An analysis has been lr.:',de of the re!,co-tr, ,cf i::ci,,>'c:1ts attended by Fire
Brigades in the Uni·~.3d. ICL1guciIl :-:"u:r·ing ~ 95] Ln w1:ich f1:i t:l.J. casualties occurred.
Ie. ta concerning the C-9.~.~se!3 cf: fire, nhe :i_njuries r'ece ived, a.."1(1 the age and sex
of the vic tdma have been co.l.l.ec t ed, There were 461+ fa tali ties reported during
the year. It should be noted that this figure is not the full total of deaths
due to fire, since only those occurring in incidents attended by Fire Brigades
have been considered.

CAUSE OF FlRE

The causes of fire are analysed in Table I in which they are related to
the age of the victim, and in Table 2 which'shews the injuries received.
There, were 143' fa tal casualties, 31 per cent, of the total number, in inci­
dents in which personal clothing was ignited while being worn. One hundred
and two of these casualties were caused by coal, gas, or electric fires, forty
being due to persons falling on to or knocking over such fires.

Thirty-eight fatalities resulted from ignition of bedding; 20 of these
were caused by smokers materials and matches falling on to the bed, and 16 by
heating apparatus placed too close to the bed.

Thirteen people received fatal injuries when flammable liquids wer-e
ignited, either while being used to draw up a fire or when placed near a
source of heat. In two such incidents there were 8 fatal casualties, 7 of
them children under 16 years of age.

Twenty-four deaths occurred in fires resulting from road crashes or
collisions. In cne incident ,6 people were killed when the car in which they'
were travelling was dragged along a railway track after collision with a '
train and petrol, from the fractured tank was ignited by a spark.

There were 91 fatal casualties in aircraft crashes. ' One civil aircraft
crash accounted for 27 of, t,hese and the other casual ties reported were service
men.

AGES OF CASUALTIES

. The overall casualty rate in the United Kingdom during 1953, for persons
of all age groups, was approximately 9 per million of population.

There were 39 fatalities among ohildren u,.der 5 years old, a rate of 9
per million children in the age group. TNelve were due to the ignition of
personal clothing and 6 to children play:L'lg with fire. Five of the children
were aLorv. a t the time of the inc!.dent.

Of the 196 fatal casuaHies over 60 yeu:~s old, ;711ich correspond to a
rate of 24 per million persons :L'l the age gr-oup, 1HJ were due to the ignition
of clothing and 81 of these were femle. Tr.e dexbh :':'ate for men killed as a
resul t of clothing being ignited in this age group was about 8.1 per million,
and that for women about 17.4 per million.

\

Eighty-three of the fatal casualties in this age group appear to have
been alone in the house or flat at the time of the incident.

A large proportion of the fatal casualties, 38 per cent, was in the
16-60 age group. This nuober is swelled, however, by the 70 due to aircraft
crashes.



, ' .. .. ' .
~~ISES' IN \VHICH.INCID~"rS·OC~J:RPJ&D·

An analysis of the premises in wJich fatal ca'sWties occurr-ed is givcn
in Table 3. I "

TWo hunared and seventy-nine fatalitics, 60 per cent of the total,
roccurr-ed in private houses and flats, land 130 occurred outdoors; this latter

. number" however, is considerably infl1.iene0d by the 91 casualties due to air­
;craft accidents and the 24 due to road orashes.

I
EXTEl1'r OF FJRE

Two hundred and fifty-two casua.lt~es occurred in fires that wore confined
,to the room, of origin and in 103 of these caaes personal clothing (7,dy was

;~;o;~~'OfE~~~~~~:W0 fatal casualtiesi occurred in fires that spread beyond

CONCWSIONS
~1' . . . - . \

, About 30 per cent of the total number of to. tr.l caauaf, ties reported by
Fire Brigades in 1953 were due to the ~@1ition of clothing and maJ1Y of these
could have been prevented by elementary pr-ecaut.Lona, One hundred and two of

"the dea ths r-esuf tcd from the ignition of clothing by coal, gas, or electric
fires; in only three instances was the presence' of a fire guard specifically
mentioned in the report, 0.1 though this OOc'3 not necessarily imply the absence
of fire guards in all other cases. In one incident it 'appears that the coal
~fire was fully guar-ded.; but a spark' passed through tl'ie guard,' and ign'i ted tho'
clothing of a child standi..-ig p.ear. Eig!:t, fa tal casua.Lties 'du,'1 to igiJition
of clothing were caused by persons falling on to, or knocking over, gas or' '
electric fires and it is' possible thatl these would not have been prevented by
,the use of fire guards. In all other cases, where clothing was ignited duo to

. the wearers standing too close to coal; gas or electric fires, guards fixed on
to the fires would prcbably have prevented the clothing' igniting. Almost 75 per
pent of thc persons over 60 who died a~ a z-esul.t of clothing bcing ignitqd were
wcmen. Although this high proportion ~s partly accounted ,for by thc'fact thl;>.t
there arc about 1 ftiillion more women tha'n men in this age 'group, it is' probably
largely due to·thc type of clothing wot-n.' "

, Of thc 20 fatal Casualties causedjby the ignition of bedding by smokers
materia.ls or matches, 17 wer-e definitely stated to be due to persons smokdng in
bed and dropping pipe embers, cigarettb ends or lighted matches amongs t the bed
clothes. In four of these cases' it was stated that the occupier was bedridden
or an invalidj'but cven excluding thcs~ rather speciD~ cases, 'it can'be deduced
tha t the dangers of the practice are n6t fully appreciated. '

, it appears t~t tho majority of .,ths due' to fire', o~cur in Small fires,
those confined to the room in which th~y started, or to the clothing of the"
person involved.
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TAtlUJ .1

The cause of fire in rolation to age group of the casualties

(~ of all. r(;ports of incidents n;ttendcd by Fire. Brigades
in 1953 in which fatal casualties occurred)

Cause of fire
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Infla~nna.ble liquid on fire •••••••••••
Gas apparatus igniting other contents

or structure •••••••••••••••••••••••

Ignition of bedding by
Smoking materials and matches
Candle or night light ••"•••••
Open fire 0 II .

. Eleatric fire •••••••••••••••
Ga.s fire •••••••••• a .. " • -:J IP ......

Oil stove or lamp ~ ••••••••••
Electric blanket ••••••••••••

Ignition of clothing on person
Smoking rna terials and rna tches
Candle or night light •••••••
Open fire ••••••••••••••••.••
.Gf\s fire iii •••• ., ••• '" ••

Electric fire •••••••••••••••
Gas cooker or ring ••••••••••
Electric cooker or ring •• ~ ••
Oil B tove ••• e, •••••••••••••••

Slow combustion stove •••••••

I Other iii 0 • •

I
Smoking materials set fire to conbenta

,or s true ture .
Fire in grate set fire to contents orI s tructure ••••••••••••••••••••••••••

II Electric apparatus igniting other

I
contents .~ •••••••••••••••••••••••••

Electric wiras, rails etc••••••••••••
Candle igniting other contents •••••••

I Oil stove igniting other contents ••••
I Fire in grate igniting petrol (other
I than used for drawing up fire) •••••
! Children playing with fire •••••••••••
! Collision or motor crash •••••••••••••!Aircraft crash •••••••••••••••••••••••
! Other causes •••••••••••••••••••••••••
! Unknown cause ••••••••••••••••••••••••

Total 39 31 176 196 22

•
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Cause of fire

TABLE 2
I

Cause of fire in relation to injuries received'

I
(Analysis of all reports of incidents attended by Fire Brigades

in 1953 in which fa til cacuaLtics occur-red) ,
. I

I I ,;a~e Of; inj,~ --r1i

I -gll~! II i'I-1
~ !-'~ I I i

1 ~ ~ ! i' ! j

: : il tl • JI
~ ~ i I,~ g'I "I

I

I 'I
I i
I !

- I - i
- ~ -!

I- I - I
- I - i
_ I _!

, i

- i - [
- i - ~

I' ;
II \

I.

='1

Oil stove or lamp ••••••
Electric blanket •••••••

Ignition of clothing on
person by
Smoking materials and

IDa tohes .
Candle or night light ••
Open fire ••••••••••••••
Gas fire •••••••••••••••
Electric fire ••••••••.•
Gas cooker or ring •••••
Electric cooker or n.ng
Oil stove or lamp ••••••
SloV! combustion stove ••
Other ••••••••••••••••••

"Ignition of b eMing by.
Smoking rnaterials and

matches ••••••••••••••
Candle or nightlight .••
Open fire •••••••• 0 •• ,•••

Electric TLr8 ••••••••••
Gas fire •••••••••••••••

'Total

• I!

Smol~ing rna terials set fire
, to contents or structure.

1 Fire in grate set fire to

]
. contents or structure ••••
Inflammable La.quf.d on fire •

j
' Gas apparatus igniting o ther

contents or ~tructure ••••IElectric apparatus ignitJ.ng

I
.other contents ~ ••••••••••
Electric wires, rails, etc•• '

, ye.ndle igniting other
I contents ••••••• ' •••••••• 0

j Oil s tove igniting other .'

j
' coqtents •••••••••••••••••.
. Fire in grate igniting petrol
t 'I (0ther than used for '
: drawing up fire) •••••••••
j Children playing with fire •
: qollision or motor crash •••
I .Aircraft crash •••••••••••••
! Other causes •••••••••••••••
1 Unknown cause ...............

I'
, I,'

i



TABLE 3

Occupancy in rolation to :..tun:'·"r of casual ties

(Analysis of all reports of incident" i.\::~.~".d~d. by Fi:'o Brigades
in 1953 in which fa tal c3.i3Qilties occur-rod)

5

31

279

Occupancy

Cinemas and. -jhc,'\ ·~:ri,)[j .

Houses and flats (rosident~l)

Houseboats, caravans •••••.•••

Factories, ~orkshops, etc• • • •

Number of
Caswltics

i-----------.---i.--
I
I
I

I
I

Hospitals, E~ncs ••••••••••••• 3

Schools .~ •• ~ •••••••••••••••••

•••••••••••••••••••• 10 •••

;, Outdoors
!

Other

.............. , . 130

16

Total ........................ 0--------------------

.'1
'. .'

•
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