
A city 
fire dkacter after 

Omlaow grey skies and a cool 
easterly ntnd greeted ChrW- 
church residents on the mornlug 
of November 18. 1947. 

The 432 staff of J. Ballantyne 
and -pay, Ltd. prepared for 
another busy day. Every depart- 
ment was fully stocked for 
Christmas. just five weeks away. 

Keith Smith spent most of the 
day shifting vacuum cleaners In 
a basement furniture storemom. 
He went to afternoon tea In the 
ski f f  cafeteria at about 3.30 p.m. 

Instead of retumlng to the 
basement after his tea break, he 
went to a drapery store on 
Colombo Street for a qulck 
smoke. He heard the sireas of 
paalag fire engines, but took no 
notice of them. 

Whlle Kelth Smlth was havlng 
alternoon tea, the roman In 
charge of Bnllnntyne's approval 
office. Edlth Drake. noticed a 
wisp'of smoke ffltvlng lrom the 
ba!Xmmt. 

She told a salaman. Percy 
Stringer. who grabbed a flre 
extinguisher and went to lnrestt- 
gate. 'Thick smoke was pllrcLLy 
fllltng the basement . . . then the 
lights failed. Be was forced to 
retreat. 

Confusion relgned for several 
mlauts md It was not untll3.46 
p.m - up to 16 minutes after 
smoke was flst  seen - that the 
Arc brigade called. 

Two Mglnes were sent to what 
W a S t h o ~ t 0 k 8 a r v l l b  
meat flm 

By the time the brlgde u- 
rived, no gale& emcuuoa 
o r d e r h a d b e c n ~ ~  
as smoke and heat hcmsed, the 
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~ O U &  of smoke hundreds of 

wtm high carried Of 
burning material lnta the 
easterly bmoe: pi- of burnt 
paper were found as far away aS 
Rlccarton Racecome. 

Men from fnclaries shops and 
offlees In the ceotral dbr Iolntd 
the nremen m a d n g  hose5 In 
the streets. Their nambus rm 
w e d  by soidkr% airmen and 
vlsiring sallom, and all but two of 
the poUcemen on duty at the 
central polla StaUoa 

Crowds surged down Cashel 
and Colombo .Weds to within 30 
metres of the In tc~edon before 
belng drlven back by the heat 

englaes a n l v l q  La Cashel 
Stmt  were w n U o ~  lmpded 
by the aadOILI throcyp: st me 
stage, when part of the bulldlng 
r a s c r p e c t t d t o w w , e b a s e  
rtadbbelurnedmmeaDldto 
drive them back. 
By 4.1s pm, ilaws We* 

soarbg the bullding. more The thln roar 3001 of the above Rrc 

Md hlP5 of rat- WaY p9aetUated 
by the crash of hlllng iroa Md 
girders. and the aploslon of 
large plate glse or 
cavlng In. 

m c e n  of the Salvation Army. 
esrytne uros of tea and pUa of 
sandaricheq qule~y picked thelr 
way through the taagle of haws 
and pools of rater. 

Ag4Wai l e r l r -d  
crtm*m Md w.8- 

F ~ ? - a ~ A  
oat We M W a d  of immortrlity. 
Tbc dall m evmtuauy refoo- 
md 

I 
-1 Nov 1s; 1947 1. 

- 
Cause a mystery 

The ulec of the B.lhtyoe*s flre rcmalu a mystery. 
Two main theories were advaoeed: that 8 match or 

burning cigarette ru carelessly tbmm doan, setting 
fire to materld In the b.nmeag or th8t an elceMc 
cable whlcb ram tmm the Hml floor Into and Uwoagh 
t h ~  basement wrr  deiectlvu 

A Royal Commldon .ct mp to lavcalgate the lire 
femd ae coacldve evidence te  support elther tk.ry. 

It accepted Kelth Smith's c l 8 h  that he maw nr s i p  of 
llrc when be left the m a t  for aftemom t e4  .nd 
that be never rmeked m tk p r e a  

The commlrrlon d l4  kwwer .  fl.d that swarrl 
facton helped the Hre .prud. 

Mod 01 the nwrs were made e t  tbaber. CcllInp m d  
wdl  Unlap r a  made eI soft tlbrckud, mh n m  
tlmkrfmmed, eftem rith.rt Hrrat There were 
huge unprotected 0pe.L.p In the b l l r P I " w . ~ ~  ktrrct~ 
the radow krlldlmp, u d  most 01 the m a p  d 
Lltp were not d o s e d .  

?be crmmbdm l d  that Bahm management 
d l * f i r e k U I ~ a o t U t e P & - ~ l y  
p.rdbk te warn tbe staff u d  p M c  of the Cln 

me luc mu 1. the flre b*de dlowed n8mMble 
gmea te  ~ ~ t c ,  and the klc.da fmed to ULc 
ctlcctlve8eth.1.ameLtktttcInthc~l@'ml.aer 
after Its urlvd. 

It w u  erncloded that attempts made to reacac people 
b a p p e d i n t k b d l d l . g ~ e r e d I r w I . d r o l ~ ~ p c t ~ ~ t  
I u k n L f p  

attempb to place Ladders 
the tep storey rlDdw rbem 
people were sUll hpped, but 
they were beaten b c k  by flcm 
llg~l of smoke .ad terrific heat 

Bmbnden ratched la hormr 
a-ihree women jumped from 
rlndors on the second and tUrd 
Iloon. ho Wcnped SerlMa Lrt. 
~ t h e t h I r d d l e d I n b o s p l t a l  

MomenL, Inter. 8 director of 
the flrm. Ken BallantynC 
appeared on a balcony nmnd a 
windm on the top floor. He 
swayed tor sevael mlcluta 
amld slvlPlyl flame$, before 8 
ilreman reached him. Loud ap 
plause and cheering greeted the 
rescue Be was one of the last 
pcoprc to leave me buudln8 
.Ilvc 

ScoMl m o m  later 
pmkd Ken Ballanme. rbo 
rchacd to lave the bull* 
when he could have dooe ro 
ahly.Beillskkdolltryfiyto 
r 0 ~ d u p 3 e a l l h t h e o f A c e m  
of me bullding 

After bang trrterl to hospital. 
he re(0rned to tbe Arc to help. 
He wllapred again and was 
taken home, snfferu fmm 
srvwe s h e  

~eportm from m e  Prns 
d m  the dram8 UniOldhg In 
the streek 

h.d--bYm Tor t h e  Lo aelghbou* smoke - - bY - hmtlrrllJaboutlatheLnlern0. 

:u-b p =m thas mln- "m lor ever re- 

00 late. p e n  was a lot of 
smokeatthekgtnnlP(Lb~ma# 
dtbemrL4cprn.rtcrtbef 
k 8 r d t b e t l r t ~ t b o l y h t U  
r a a m l w r f l m b u l o t h e r p u t  
o f t h e b u U d l n & o r m p h a  

" ' z z E ! Z W f i r r  

r o o m ~ t o l d ~ m a t  
A l n U o l n ~ W n v a d  
tbclrltrrr 

T h c m n p t r l m ~  
rrUhna liuoa@ me big Moct 
MthlrYmiauta,ImrrbM 
tram,toptoboltae 

Elght yotm(l women Lo the 
miulauy rortmom were 
o r d m d t o f o u O w ~ ( 2 e r  
~ a ~ B y t h e t l m c a h e  

- - -  

Othen were not so lucky, as 
7 h e  PIT& reportedt beads Of #vW deplutnmtr 

bad told lbclr staff to covw stock 
-~ 

'?he fear that death had 
*ed along with the flames 
was substantlakd an hour a d  
tlueequartws aRer the flre had 
broken ouf when thm bodla :E:22zzz %t 
was the fudture aecnoa dirpky 
rindow... 

7 h e  m ~ t n d c  of the dirssler 
struck the Arc fighters *en 
they entered the main entrance 
shortly alter 6 p.m. ~ o d ~ a r  were 
lytng In the smouldering ninS 
and up on the &eel raftus two 
bodla ruc h w g  

" ~ i r  more thaa an hour. 1- 
ma,  pollnmen and voln+i 
rwkers carried lrmn the n~lm 
the remaim of ehamd bodla 
wmpped in tarpaulW and two 
hearses ran a xn3ee to the 
morgue. The.. . puWZ MPpUY. 
wen roped off.. .Md mW 
nothing of the terrible r m r y  
wort" 

and leave. 
From the ahtp of the 

they were amzed to see t bma  
leaplryfmmotherpugofthe 
bulldlng 

TI I~  s e m e s  of the !\re mr 
n o t e b J r - y u n t u n m r  

exun@amicld-r~~thrnrch 
o l t b c s e a t d U e m l y m c  
~ b y m e . b s e a c c o d I l m a c *  
and tbclr Mod mwe haomred 

<kgld& l ~ a i b b ~  eend thQ 
were helpl- Any hopc of 
~ r r r a ~ o f d h s r t h l n t h ~  
who rmed 1lfe by plmplae - 
tbraodytookthe  kap-cr 
climblag to aa(CtY. were Boae W 
the lime the nre brigade urlved. 
"~hm was oone of me exdte- 

wot thal often attrads mnb 
to a W#j Marc. On all sides there 
rae apressiom of horror and 
~ I o r t h e o e c u ~ d M e  
bulldhg mtha than comment 
oo the magDitade of the blaze" 

By 4 p.a~, a huge plume of 
brown smolre had athcted thoa- 
a o a , l a t o a e l g h m -  
W a l a a r r r r b l w g b t t o a  
staomu b ud omcar 
rltllhoblomdtlnm 

rorlrmom-oa the tblrd lloor 
~ r h e b c u d t h e f i r r a y l l a a  
s h e ~ t b e m ~  
l P l l d r m o L Z a a d r w k d t o  
nrmbarorhnata 

As*rbethewkuo&me 
pomirlKdSbeIlo(ladm 
colamnY seestam. wumm caught nr& me women 

dirappeMdLntothe~ll~keawJ 
llama. 

o t b e r ~ m d a t n n t l c  
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