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FIRES IN roST WAR DWELLIlGS XLI (AN ANALYSIS OF
REFORTS OF FIRES ATTENDED BY FIRE BRIGADES IN

GREAT BRITAIN 1956;

by

H. Woolfe

ImRODUCTION

As part of a general stua.r of fires in dwellings in 1956, an ~sis
has been made of all reports of fires in post-war temporary dwellings (298
inoidents) and in post-war permanent non-traditional dwellings (360 inoi­
dents). These latter dlJ'ellings are those in which the construction differs
in some major way from the load bearing brick walls, tiled roofs, and Umber
floors collllllOnly used in this oountry, and which are known by partioular type
names. Two hundred and nine'ty-eigpt temporary dwellings were damaged by
fire in 1956 (19.3 per 10 000 at risk) and 366 permanent non-traditional
dwellings (10.1 per 10 000 at risk) were also involved in fires.

The oauses of' these inoidents, the materials first ignited, and the
extent of fire have been ~sed.

FACIDAL SUMMARY

Rate of inoidenoe

Frail an earlier BUrVEIr(1) and the known lIIIDlber of demolitions in 1956,
it has been possible to estimate the number of temporary dwellings at risk
in 1956, and henoe, from this and the known number of fires, to obtain the
rate of inoidenoe. As no information is available on the numbers of various
types of dwell.ings demolished in 1956, this rate cannot be broken down to .
show the rate of inoidence for each type. The total number of' dwell1ng~ at
risk, and the extent of fires in the various types· of .temporary dwellings
are shown in Table 1.

Causes of fire

The oauses of fires in temporary dwelliDgs are analysed in Table 2.
The largest number of fires (21.71> of the total) was caused by electrio wire
and cable installations, aJJ4.. 8,% of these particular inoidents occurred in
Aluminium and Arcon houses~2). Fires caused by domestio cooking applianoes
were responsible for 17.1% of the total, and those caused by fires in grates,
or by heat conducted through defective hearths, amounted to a further 16.1%
of all fires.

J4aterials first ignited

. The nature of the materials first ignited is shown in Table 3. In the
largest· number of cases (23.2% of the total), the material first ignited
was electrical insulation. Furniture and furnishings were the materials
first ignited in 17.B.' of fires, and constructional materials were f1i-st
ignited in 14.SJ' of the total.

Spread of tires

There were 26 fires which appearto.have,i!amaged more than half the
dwelling in post-war temporary houses in 1956 (1.7 per 10 000 dwellings at
risk). This amounts to 8.71> of the to"l'al number of these fires. The types
of dWel.l.iDgs in which thEIr ooo=e4 are shown in Table 1.



Casualties

l'ive fatal oasualties and 29 non-fatal casualties occurred as a result of
fires in tsnporary dwellings in 1956.

DISCUSSION

Oom:,pa.rison wi.th previous analyses
- -

The total rate of incidence of fires in post-war temporary dwellings
increased from 18.0 per 10 000 at risk in 1955 to 19.3 in 1956 (Fig. 1)0 It is
not possible to state with oertainty the cause of this increase, sinoe data for
the rates of fire inoidenoe in the various temporary dwellings are no:t avail­
able.. The increase in the number of fires in Aluminium dwel.lings, and in the
"other and unknown- category, are the most noticeable.

II PERMANmT NOll-mADITIONAL DRELLmGS

FACTUAL SUMMARI

Rate of incidenoe

The total construction of houses in this class is known for 1956. This,
together with figures used in an earlier a.nalysis, put the number at risk as
421 500.. As with temporary dwellings, no intormation on the number of each
type is available. The extent of fires in the various types is shown in
Table 4..

Causes of tire

The causes of fires in permanent non-traditional dwellings are ana.~sed

in Table 5.. Domestio open tires were responsible for the largest number ot
inoidents (1705% of the total) II domestic oooking applianoes caused 12.. SJ',
chimney fires caused 10.61', radiated heat and sparks from flues caused ·8o~,

and faults in electric wire and cable caused 3,,"" of the total number of
fires"

l4aterials first ignited

The nature of the material first ignited is shown- in Table 60 In the
construction of these houses, the materials used are somewhat different :from
those"used in traditional. dwellings, and new types 'of eleotrical wiring (~og.

plastio oovered cable) were ooming into use when the houses were being built,
so tbat these items are of' particular interest..

In 23.5% of the incidents, the materials first· ignited were, oonstructional.
In 5.7% ot the inoidents, the roof, or roofj,ng felt or lining, was-the material
first ignited, in 409}6 partitions, walls or wall linings were-first· ignit~,
and in a further 305% electrical insulation was the material first igni~ed.

Spread of tires

There were 21 fires which damaged more than halt the dwelling, in post­
war permanent non-traditional dwellings in 1956 (005 damaged dwellings per
10 000 at risk)o This amounts to 50~ of the total number ot these-fires.
The types of dwellings in which they occurred are' shown in TabJae ~o

, .-
Casualties

Four fatal and 20 non-fatal casualties occurred as a result of tires in
these types of dwellings in 1956.

Fosition of origin of fires

The posi tiona of origin of the 366 fires are .analysed in Table 7. Two
hundred 'and twenty-two fires originated on the grouDc1' floor.
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DISCUSSION

COmparison with previous analyses

The total rate of incidence of fires in post-war permanent dwellings of
non-traditional type has increased from 7.5 in 1955 to 8.7 damaged dwellings
per 10 000 at risk in 1956, thus returning to the level of inoidence in 1954.

The rate of incidence of fires which damaged more than half the
dwelling has also risen from 0.2 in 1955 to 0.5 per 10000 at risk in 1956.

CONCLUSIONS

The rate of inoidenoe of fires in dwellings of all types in 1956 is
estimated to be approximately 15.8 per 10 000 at risk.

Temporary houses, therefore, present a worse than average and
increasing risk (Fig. 1).

Permanent non-traditional post-war dwellings present a far better
average risk which is generally falling, though the fall was halted in 1956;
it cannot be said whether this change of direction of the ourve is
signifioant.

Amongst temporary dwellings, Aluminium and Aroon houses present the
wors,," risk. Even if it could be assumed that none of these has been
demolished, the rate of inoidence in each type would still be high.

The temporary dwellings were originally expeoted to have a life of 10
years only. The rate of inoidence of fires in these temporary dwellings
has increased steadily during their lifetime and has now reached a valm
greater than the overall rateilr tires in all dwellings in 1956. This IJIa3
be partly an ageing effect. The cause groups in which the major increases
in numbers oecurr-ed were flues, eleotric cookers and electrio wire and
oable.

REFERENCES

1. HINTON, J. E. L. Fires in Fbst-War Dwellings, XL. An analysis of
Reports of Fires attended by Fire Brigades in Great Britain during
1955. Joint Fire Research Organization F.R. Note No. 253, 1956.

2. See also:- MTT.UR D. W. and FRY J.F. Fires in Fbst-War Dwellings,
XXXVII. Review of Statistical Work on Reports of Fires attended
by the N.F.S. and Fire Brigades, 1946-1952. Joint Fire Research
Organization F.R. Note No. 70, 1953.
Table 2 gives the rate of incidence of fires in occupied post­
war temporary dwellings.

- 3 -



NlDoIBER AND EXTENT OF FIRES m OCCUPIED RlSl-WAR TEMRlRARY IlWELLmGS

Reports from Fire Brigades in Great Britain 1956.

Table 1

Number of damaged dwellings

Type of
Number

of Fire spread beyond rocim damaging
dwelling incidents Fire

Total confined to
room of origin less than half more- than half

the dwelling the dwelling

Aluminium 118 118 101 6 11
Arcon 76 76 69 2 5-
Millet" 1 1 1 - -
Orlit 1 1 1 - -
Phoenix 2 2 2 - -
Spooner J' J J - -
Tarran 2J 23 16 1 6
Universal 3 , 3 - -
Uniseoo 37 37 3If. 1 2
U.S.A. 13 13 12 - 1
Other 21 21 19 1 1

T.otal 298 298 261 11 26

c

Total number of dwellings at risk 154163



CAUSES OF FIRE IN OCCUPIED P03r-lfAR 'l'alPORARY DWELLINGS

Reports fran Fire Bri.2des in Great Britain 1956.

Table 2

Type of Dwelling

cause of Pire Total

Aluminium Arcon Ta=an Uniseao U.S.A. Other and
Unknown

..

OOJ4ESTIC HEATING APPLIANCE
Ashes, soot -- - - 2 - _. 2
Chimney fire -- - - , - - 1 1·
Eleotric fire, heater 2 1 - 1 1 1 6
Electric immersion heater 1 - - - - - 1
Fire in .grate 15 12 . - -4- 6 2 5 , . - -44-
Fire in grate (defective hearth) -0 2 1 - - . 1 4-
Flue - radiated heat 5 6 1 1 1 2 16
Flue ~sparks from defective 5 3 1 1 1 1 12
Oil stove 6 4- 1 5 2 1 19
Slow combustion stove, Ideal boiler - 1 - - - - 1

etc.
Spark from chimney outside building 1 1 - 1 - - 3

DOllESTIC COOKINGAH'LIAlCE
Coal gas 3 - 2 2 1 3 11
Eleotric 11 . 10 6 7 1 2 37
Gas ring - 1 - - - - 1
Electric kettle - 1 - - - 1 2

ImlOVABLE IXlKEsrIC AH'LIAliCE
Wireless, T.V., Radiogr8111 2 1 - 1 - 2 6
Eleotric leads to apparatus 1 - 1 1 - - 3
Eleotric, other apparatus 1 - - 1 1 - 3

,

, , • i
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I'IDD IXlIIESrIC INSTAIJ,ATIDH .

Electric wire and cable 1+1 U - , 1 7 65

OTHER CAUSES
Blawlamp - - 1 - - - 1
Matches , 1 . - 2. - - 6
ChUdren playing with matches

'.

- 2 1 2 - - 5
Naked light· 1 , - - - - 1+
Tapers, candles - - 1 - - - 1 '
Smoking materials 9 6 2 - 2 1 20
Spread from 0 tber hazard 1 1 - - - 2 1+
Other causes 7 2 - 1 - - 10
Unknawn·cause , 5 1 - - 1 10'

Total Pires 118 76 2' '7 1,} '1 298
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NAl'UllE OF MATmIAL FmST IGNITED, m FmES m

roST-WAR Tml'QRARY 'DWELLDlGS :-. ..r ",,- '.'.' ..'"

".
R!lJlOrts trOlll Fire Brigades :In Great Britain, 1956.

Table'

: ; .

~
England

and SCotland Total
Material First Ignited Wales

CONSTRUCTIONAL MATERIALS
Root 2 1 ,
Roofing fel t or lining 7 - 7
Ceiling 6 2 8
Partitions, walls, wall linings 7

, - " 7
Floorboazods or flooring 2 - 2
Timber under hearth 2 1 3
bUt in cabinets, cupboards .. . 1 1 . 2·
Other wooden fittings 7 1 8
Pipe and tank laggings 2 1 3
Flue casing 1 - 1

INSULAUON OF ELECTRIC WIRDTG . '. ..

11'0 tire spread 2 - '.2
Fire spread to water hester jaaltet or pipe 1 1 2

and tank lagging
Fire spread to floorboards, rafter walls, 11 1 12
,oeiling

Fire spread to tuBe bO% panels, distribu-
tion board:
~a~ No further spread 31 6 37
b Spread to' oontents only 3 - .3

(0) Spread to construotional materials 9 - 9
Other materials 1 - 1
Other constructional materials 2 1 ,

CONTEll'l'S
.Airing linen, clothing or bedding 12 4- 16
Apparatus, through tault in apparatus 7 , 10
Clothing in airing oupboard 2 - 2
Clothing on person 7 - 7
Flaumable liquids 18 2 20
Food 22

.
8 '0

Furniture and furnishings 4-7 6 53
Bedding 11 2 13
Other contents 13 3 1~'
Rubbish 7 i-. - 7
Unknown 7

,
4- 11.. .

,
Total 250 . ' 48 298. ' . :



•

•

NUloIBER AND EXTENT OF FIRES IN OCCUPIED
POST-WAR PJiIl1WmNT NON-TRADITIONAL Dm.LINGS

Reports tram Fire Brigades in Great Britain 1956.

Table 4-

..

'. Number of damaged dwellings

Type of Number Fire spread beyond room damaging
ofdwelling

incidents
Fire

Total confined to
room of origin less than half more than half

the dwelling the dwelline

Airey 28 30 23 2 5
a.r.s.s, 63 64- 50 12 2
cruden 3 3 3 - -
Easiform 30 30 30 - -
Howard 8 8 7 1 -
Lamella 1 1 1 - -
Miller 1 2 1 .. 1
Orlit 14- 14- 14- - -
steane 1 1 1 - -
Stuart 1 1 1 - -
Swedish 16 16 13 1 2
Trusteel 1 1 1 - ..
Unity 9 9 9 - ..
Wates 5 5 4- 1 -
WaUing 1 1 1 - -

Concrete:
Weir, 10 10 8 1 1
Quality

Whitson 2 2 2 - -
Fairhurst

Wimpey 23 24- 22 1 1
Woola~ 2 2 2 - -
Cornish Um.t 12 12 12 - ..
Spooner 2 2 1 1 -
AlIlllliniUlll: 6 6 6 - -
Reema 7 7 7 - ..
Blackburn 11 12 10 1 1
Weir Paragon 3 3 3 - -
Other types 100 100 84- 8 8

Total 360 366 316 29 21

Total number of dwellings at risk !t21 ,500



cmsgs OF PIRE m OO:aIPn:D RlST-1UH mtIWffillT NON-TlUDITIOHAL DIEl.UNCS

Report8 trom rtre Brigades in Great Britain 1956.

'1'7peotDlreJ.l1n,g

CaWie at Pire Total
lirey B.I.S.P. Easitorm Laing Howard arlit Swed1eh Uoity Wates Weir f.4UaliV Wimpey Cornish Unit Alu:minium ae_ Blackburn Other and

Unknown

I

IXJmSI'IC HEATDlG AH'LIJNCE
Ashes, 000' - 1 - - 2 - - 1 - 1 - - - 1 2 6
Chimney tire 5 ~ 9 - } 1 - - - 1 1 - ~ - t1 }9
Electrio tire, heater - 2 2 - } - - - 1 - 1 - - - 1 10
Electrio iaDersion hee ter - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 1 1
Pire in gra te } } ~ 2 - } 2 1 2 6 } - 1

I
~ 25 59

Pire in grate - defeotive heartJ 1 - - - - - - - 1 - - - - - } 5
nue - radiatod beat 2 6 2 - 2 - 2 - - } - - - - } 20
Flue - sparks trom detective - 6 - - - - - - - - - 1 - I - 2 t1
Oil stove } 1 1 - - 1 1 - - - - - 1 I - 2 10
Slaw coabustion stove, ideal - - 1 1 - - - - - - - - - - ~ 6

boiler eee,
Spark from chimney outside - 5 - 2' - - - - - - - - - - } 10

building

IXD4ESl'IC COCIUNG APPLIANCE
Coal gas - 1 2 1 1 - - - 1 } 1 1 - 1 5 17
Electrio - 7 - 1 - 1 - - 1 - 1 2 - - ~ 17
Oil 1 - - - - 1 - - - - - - - - - 2
Gas ring - 1 - - - - - - - - - - - - - 1
Ki tahen range (cOGlblnation 1 - - - - - - - - - 2 - - - - }

steve heating and cooking)
Cooker undefined 1 1 - - - 1 - - - - - - 1 - } 7

REaWVABLE 00WEsr IC APPLIANCE
Electric iroc - 1 1 - - - - - - - - - - - 1 }

Wirele.s8, Television, Radiogram. - 1 2 - - - - - 1 1 1 - - - 2 6
Electrio lamp - - - - - - 1 - - - - - - - - 1
Electrio leads to apparatus - - - - - - - 1 - - - - - - 1 2
Electrio, other apparatus - I 2 1 - - 1 - - - - - - - - 1 5
Gas wash boiler - - I 1 - - - - I - - - - - - - - 1

Gas, other apparatus

i
- i - - - - - 1 - - - - 1 - i - 1 }

Oil lamp -
i

- - - - - - - - - - - - - 1 1
Oil, other apparatus 1 - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 1

PIXED Wm:srIC DlsrALLlTION I

I
I I

I
Electrio wire ,and cable I - } 1 - - 1 - - - 1 - 1 - ,.

~ 12
Other

, - I 1 I - - - - - - - - - - - - - 1I
! iarHER CAUSES I I I

I

I
Blowl.amp 2 - - - - I 1 I - - 1 - - - - - - ~

[
, I

Lightning ; 1 - - - - - I - - - - - - - - 1 2
)la tches - - - - - I - I - - - - - - - 1 1 2
Children playing wi tb matches ! - 1 - - 1 ! 2 I 1 1 - - - - - - 6 12
Naked light 2 } 1 I - - [ - i 1

I
- - 1 - - - - - 6

Tapers, candles - 1 - ! - 1 i - - - - - - - - -
I

} 5
smoking ma.terials } } 2

, - - i 2 - 1 1 2 2 - - 1 9 26!
Spread from other dwelling 2 1 ; - , - - ! - - I - - ~ - - - 2 , 2 t1
Spread from other hazard - - - I - - 1 - - - - - - - - ,

1 2:
IOther causes - 1 , - - - , - - - - - - - - - } ~

Unkncnm cause 2 6 - 1 1 I - - - 1 1 - - - 1 I 1} 26, ,

Total }O , 61. }O 6 1~ 16 \ 9 i 5 10 ~ 12 6 7 12 1 t19 }66, ,

• \
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IlIATORE OF JdATERIAL FIRS:r· IGNITED DT FIRES Dr
RlST-WAR PERJ4ANENT NON-TRADITIONAL DWELLINGS

Reports fram Fire Brigades ~ Great Britain 1956.

Table 6

~coun1;ry England
and SCotland Total

lIAterial First Ignitea. ____ Wales

•
CCliSTIl.UCTrmw. MA'CF:!UAI.'3
Root 9 4- 13

,Roofing felt or lining 8 - 8
Ceiling 7 2 9
Partition, walls, wall linings 13 5 18
Floorboards or flooring 3 4- 7
Timber under hearth 2 1 3
Timber Bet in ohi.IDnE(y' - 2 2
Bullt in cabinets, cupboards 3 - 3
Other wooden fittings 6 4- 10
Pipe and tank lagging 8 - 8
Flue casing 5 - 5

INSULATION OF ELmiRIC WlR~

No tire spread 1 2 3
Fire spread to floorboards, rafter

walls, oeiling 2 1 .5
Fire spread to fuBe box panel,

distribution board:
(a) No further spread 2 1 .5

Other oonstructional'materials 4- - 4-

CONTENTS
Soot in or behind fireplaoe 2 - 2
Soot in chimney 23 - 23
Airing linen, clothing or bedding 15 3 18
Apparatus, through fault in

apparatus 11 .5 14-
Clothing in airing cupboard 5 3 8
Clothing on person 10 1 11
Flammable liquids 9 .5 12
Food 24- ,11 35
Irurniture and furnishings 4.6 17 63
Bedding 7 6 13
Floor covering (including carpets) 2 1 .5
Other contents 25 10 .55
Coal gas 4- - 4-
Rubbish 6 1 7
Unknown 16 .5 19

Total 278 88 .566



POSITION OF ORIGIN OF FIRES IN POST-WAR
PEIlI4ANENT NON-TRADITIONAL DWELLDCS

Reports from Fire Brigades in Great Britain 1956.,

Table 7

Position of origin of fire
Type of Total])Welling

Unknown orQ.round floor First floor Seoond floor other
situations

AirllY 15 7 - 8 30
B.I.S.F. 29 15 - 20 64-
Cruden 1 1 1 - ,
Easiform 23 5 - 2 30
Howard 5 - - 3 8
Lamella 1 - - - 1
Killer 1 1 - - 2
Orlit 7 5 - 2 14-
Steane - 1 - - 1
Stuart - 1 - - f
Swedish 9 4- - 3 16
Trusteel 1 - - - 1
Unity 6 2 - 1 9
Wates 3 2 - - 5
Watling Concrete 1 - - - 1
Weir Quality 5 4- - 1 10
Whi tson Fairhurst 1 1 - - 2
Wimpey 14- 7 2 1 24-
Woolaway 2 - - - 2
Cornish Unit 11 1 - - 12
Spooner 1 1 - - 2
Aluminium 5 - - 1 6
Reema 3 1 - 3 7
Blaokbum 9 2 - 1 12
Weir Paragon 1 - - 2 3
Other 68 15 - 17 100

Total 222 76 3 65 366

-
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