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SECOND WEEK
A History lesson

The Great Fire of London

On 2nd September, 1666, a fire started in a baker’s shop in the centre of 
the city. It continued for five days and destroyed about 70 % of the city, but only 
six people died in the fire. 

In 17th Century London, there were no firemen or policemen. There was 
no running water and no equipment to fight a fire. Fires were a real danger for 
the 450,000 inhabitants. Everyone cooked on fires and lit their houses with 
candles. A typical house had a lot of wooden beams and a thatched roof. The 
streets were very narrow and the houses very close together; so a fire could 
spread very quickly from one house to another. When a fire broke out, everyone 
had to run!

It was two o’clock in the morning when the Great Fire started and the 
people of London were asleep.
When they woke up the fire was spreading across the city. London had 
only one bridge : London Bridge. Luckily the baker’s shop was very close to the 
bridge. Thousands of people escaped in boats or across the bridge.

Everything was very dry because the weather was hot and there was no 
rain. But there was a strong wind and it blew the fire across the city. People in 
Oxford, forty miles away, could see the smoke and the flames. Over 200,000 
people left London and lost their homes. Then, on the fifth day, the wind 
stopped.

Listen to the story of Anna, the baker’s daughter :
« I woke up because I heard my father. He was shouting « Fire ! Fire ». I went to 
my window and I saw the flames. People were running down the street. It was 
very frightening. My mother woke up my little brother and carried him 
downstairs. There wasn’t enough time to take anything. We ran to the bridge but 
it was blocked. Everyone was pushing and trying to cross the river. But my father 
found a boat and we jumped in. It was terrible. The flames were everywhere, 
higher than the houses. When we were far enough from the city, we stopped. 
There were thousands of people in the fields. We stayed there for two months.
We slept in tents and we didn’t have much to eat. We lost everything in the 
fire. » After the fire, a new city was built with stone houses and wider streets.

Vocabulary

fireman	 	 -> pompier   thatched roof  -> toit en chaume
running water -> eau courante  narrow  -> étroit
inhabitant   -> habitant   to spread  -> s’étendre
beam   -> poutre 
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