
Above: Fire at Dumbrell's (Aurthur Cocks & Co.), Bourke Street, 1927. Photographer unknown.
Source: Fire Services Museum

Below: A wall of water running at about 6 knots down Elizabeth Street, 1972. Photographer Neville Bowler.
Source: The Age Newspaper



Fire danger w
as never far from

 
the early settler’s m

ind. Prior to 
1891, central M

elbourne w
as 

w
ithout a state fire brigade and 

entirely dependent upon w
ater 

to be carried from
 the Y

arra by 
m

eans of a m
anual pum

p and 
w

ater carts.
 

T
he 

M
elbourne 

Fire 
and 

M
arine 

Insurance 
C

om
pany 

w
as 

so 
concerned 

about 
the 

num
ber 

of 
highly 

flam
m

able 
tim

ber houses in the settlem
ent 

that 
it 

suggested 
sm

oking 
in 

public places be banned. N
ot 

surprisingly, 
early 

colonists 
refused.
 

B
y the m

id-1800s, insurance 
com

panies 
form

ed 
their 

ow
n 

fire 
brigades. 

R
ivalry 

w
as 

intense, draw
ing huge crow

ds 
w

hen fire bells rang and dozens 
of m

en belonging to different 
brigades dragged carts hundreds 
of m

iles to claim
 ‘first w

ater’. If 
the burning building belonged 
to a rival insurance com

pany, 
the m

en m
ore often than not 

turned 
around 

and 
w

andered 
hom

e, ham
pering the arrival of 

the next brigade.
 

T
he 

year 
1889 

proved 
disastrous, 

w
ith 

six 
firem

en 
losing their lives and several 
injured in a series of disasters, 

including 
the 

destruction 
of 

the B
ijou T

heatre in A
pril and 

G
eorge and G

eorge’s of C
ollins 

Street in Septem
ber.

 
A

fter 
several 

attem
pts,  

the 
Fire 

B
rigade 

A
ct 

w
as  

finally passed in 1890 and the 
first 

m
eeting 

of 
the 

new
ly 

constituted M
etropolitan Fire 

B
rigades B

oard held in 1891 
at the M

elbourne Tow
n H

all. 
In 1893, a block of land on 
E

astern H
ill w

ith frontages to 
G

isborne 
Street 

and 
V

ictoria 
Parade becam

e the B
rigade’s 

present headquarters, featuring 
a 150-foot w

atchtow
er.

Sources: Shaw
, E

.D
. (1939), “T

he E
arly 

H
istory of the M

elbourne Fire B
rigade”, 

T
he 

V
ictorian 

H
istorical 

M
agazine, 

V
ol. 

X
V

III; 
N

ew
nham

, 
W

.H
. 

(1985), 
M

elbourne: B
iography of a C

ity, H
ill of 

C
ontent, M

elbourne.

T
he lack of early land-use 

planning m
eant that, for half  

a 
century, 

M
elbourne 

w
as 

m
enaced by disastrous floods. 

In the 1830s, right up until 
a sew

erage system
 w

as built 
m

ore than 60 years later, m
ost 

establishm
ents 

relied 
upon 

cesspits into w
hich bedpans 

and other household refuse 
w

ere em
ptied.

 
E

nough w
aste escaped from

 
pits in these early years to 
m

ake W
illiam

s C
reek, w

hich 
flow

ed along E
lizabeth Street, 

a 
filthy 

w
atercourse 

that 
discharged 

into 
the 

Y
arra, 

affecting the tow
n’s drinking 

w
ater 

and 
causing 

frequent 
epidem

ics 
of 

dysentery 
and 

typhoid. A
 sim

ilar stream
, the 

E
nscoe, ran from

 the junction 
of 

W
illiam

 
and 

Flinders 
Streets.
 

Four m
ajor floods occurred 

during the 1840s, w
ith boats 

being row
ed along Sw

anston 
and E

lizabeth Streets. O
ne of 

M
elbourne’s prom

inent citizens, 

M
ichael 

C
ashm

ore, 
row

ed 
‘overland’ in 1842 for four 
m

iles betw
een Footscray and 

the R
oyal H

ighlander hotel 
in Flinders Street, w

here he tied 
up at the bar for refreshm

ents.
 

The Y
arra and M

aribyrnong 
R

ivers flooded periodically, 
inundating the low

-land houses 
and factories. E

lizabeth Street 
w

as a gully that becam
e a 

raging 
torrent 

in 
the 

rainy 
season. Shopkeepers in the 
street kept specially prepared 
boards that fitted into doorw

ays 
to fend off floodw

aters.
 

W
illiam

 K
elly described 

the chaos in 1853:
 

“…
w

hen the rain ceased, 
I 

w
alked 

out 
to 

w
itness 

a 
scene not to be equalled in 
any other city in the w

orld. 
Sw

anston Street on the one 
hand, and E

lizabeth Street on 
the other, w

ere com
plete rivers 

running in volum
es, and w

ith 
a velocity that w

as startling to 
look at, and perfectly im

possible 
to cross w

ith safety on foot. 

…
the current w

as so im
petuous 

that 
it 

m
ade 

one 
giddy 

to 
gaze at it as it roared past, 
em

pty cases, coffee tins, old 
hats, sardine boxes, discarded 
clothes, tattered m

ats, butchers’ 
offal, and all the varieties of 
household filth and w

arehouse 
abom

ination 
hoarded 

since 
the previous flood, careering 
frantically on its bosom

. I saw
 

a fine horse—
one of a w

agon 
team

—
drow

ned, beyond the 
possibility of aid, at the crossing 
in front of the Post-office…

”
 Sources: 

N
ew

nham
, 

W
.H

. 
(1985), 

M
elbourne: B

iography of a C
ity, H

ill of 
C

ontent, M
elbourne; K

elly, W
. (1859), 

L
ife in V

ictoria, vol. I.
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Fire at Stew
art D

aw
son's, E

lizabeth St, opposite the G
PO

, 1927. Photographer unknow
n. 

Source: Fire Services M
useum
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