The Wall
William Sansom

It was our third job that night.

Until this thing happened, work had been without incident. There had been shrapnel, a few
enquiring bombs, and some huge fires; but these were unremarkable and have since merged
without identity into the neutral maze of fire and noise and water and night, without date and
without hour, with neither time nor form, that lowers mistily at the back of my mind as a picture
of the air-raid season.

I suppose we were worn down and shivering. Three a.m. is a meanspirited hour. I suppose
we were drenched, with the cold hose water trickling in at our collars and settling down at the
tails of our shirts. Without doubt the heavy brass couplings felt moulded from metal-ice.
Probably the open roar of the pumps drowned the petulant buzz of the raiders above, and
certainly the ubiquitous fire-glow made an orange stage-set of the streets. Black water would
have puddled the City alleys and I suppose our hands and our faces were black as the water.
Black with hacking about among the burnt up rafters. These were an every-night nonentity.
They happened and they were not forgotten because they were never even remembered.

But I do remember it was our third job. And there we were—Len, Lofty, Verno and myself,
playing a fifty-foot jet up the face of a tall city warechouse and thinking nothing at all. You don’t
think of anything after the first few hours. You just watch the white pole of water lose itself in
the fire and you think of nothing. Sometimes the orange dims to black—but you only ease your
grip on the ice-cold nozzle and continue pouring careless gallons through the window. You
know the fire will fester for hours yet. However, that night the blank, indefinite hours of waiting
were sharply interrupted—by an unusual sound. Very suddenly a long rattling crack of bursting
brick and mortar perforated the moment. And then the upper half of that five-storey building
heaved over towards us. It hung there, poised for a timeless second before rumbling down at us.
I was thinking of nothing at all and then I was thinking of everything in the world.

In that simple second my brain digested every detail of the scene. New eyes opened at the
sides of my head so that, from within, I photographed a hemispherical panorama bounded by
the huge length of the building in front of me and the narrow lane on either side.

Blocking us on the left was the squat trailer pump, roaring and quivering with effort. Water
throbbed from its overflow valves and from leakages in the hose and couplings. A ceaseless
stream spewed down its grey sides into the gutter. But nevertheless a fat iron exhaust pipe
glowed red-hot in the middle of the wet engine. Lofty was staring at the controls, hands tucked
into his armpits for warmth. Lofty was thinking of nothing. He had a black diamond of soot
over one eye.

To the other side of me was a free run up the alley. Overhead swung a sign—‘Catto and
Henley’. I wondered what in hell they sold. Old stamps? The alley was quite free. A couple of
lengths of dead, deflated hose wound over the darkly glistening pavement. Charred flotsam
dammed up one of the gutters. A needle of water fountained from a hole in the live hose-length.
Beneath a blue shelter light lay a shattered coping stone. The next shop along was a
tobacconists, windowless, with fake display cartons torn open for anybody to see. The alley was
quite free.



Behind me, Len and Verno shared the weight of the hose. They heaved up against the strong
backward drag of waterpressure. All I had to do was yell ‘Drop it—and then run. We could
risk the live hose snaking up at us. We could run to the right down the free alley—Len, Verno
and me. But I never moved. I never said ‘Drop it’ or anything else. That long second held me
hypnotized, rubber boots cemented to the pavement. Ton upon ton of red-hot brick hovering
in the air above us numbed all initiative. I could only think. I couldn’t move.

Six yards in front stood the blazing building. A minute before I would never have
distinguished it from any other drab Victorian atrocity happily on fire. Now I was immediately
certain of every minute detail. The building was five storeys high. The top four storeys were
fiercely alight. The rooms inside were alive with red fire. The black outside walls remained
untouched. And thus, like the lighted carriages of a night express, there appeared alternating
rectangles of black and red that emphasized vividly the extreme symmetry of the window
spacing: each oblong window shape posed as a vermilion panel set in perfect order upon the
dark face of the wall. There were ten windows to each floor, making forty windows in all. In
rigid rows of ten, one row placed precisely above the other, with strong contrasts of black and
red, the blazing windows stood to attention in strict formation. The oblong building, the oblong
windows, the oblong spacing. Orange-red colour seemed to bulge from the black frame-work,
assumed tactile values, like boiling jelly that expanded inside a thick black squared grill.

Three of the storeys, thirty blazing windows and their huge frame of black brick, a hundred
solid tons of hard, deep Victorian wall, pivoted over towards us and hung flatly over the alley.
Whether the descending wall actually paused in its fall I can never know. Probably it never did.
Probably it only seemed to hang there. Probably my eyes only digested its action at an eatly
period of momentum, so that I saw it ‘off true’ but before it had gathered speed.

The night grew darker as the great mass hung over us. Through smoke-fogged fireglow the
moonlight had hitherto penetrated to the pit of our alley through declivities in the skyline. Now
some of the moonlight was being shut out as the wall hung even further over us. The wall
shaded the moonlight like an inverted awning. Now the pathway of light above had been
squeezed to a thin line. That was the only silver lining I ever believed in. It shone out—a ray of
hope. But it was a declining hope, for although at this time the entire hemispherical scene
appeared static, an imminence of movement could be sensed throughout—presumably because
the scene was actually moving. Even the speed of the shutter which closed the photograph on
my mind was powerless to exclude this motion from a deeper consciousness. The picture
appeared static to the limited surface sense, the eyes and the material brain, but beyond that
there was hidden movement.

The second was timeless. I had leisure to remark many things. For instance, that an iron
derrick, slightly to the left, would not hit me. This derrick stuck out from the building and 1
could feel its sharpness and hardness as clearly as if I had run my body intimately over its
contour. I had time to notice that it carried a foot-long hook, a chain with three-inch rings, two
girder supports and a wheel more than twice as large as my head.

A wall will fall in many ways. It may sway over to the one side or the other. It may crumble
at the very beginning of its fall. It may remain intact and fall flat. This wall fell flat as a pancake.
It clung to its shape through ninety degrees to the horizontal. Then it detached itself from the
pivot and slammed down on top of us.

The last resistance of bricks and mortar at the pivot point cracked off like automatic gun fire.
The violent sound both deafened us and brought us to our senses. We dropped the hose and



crouched. Afterwards Verno said that I knelt slowly on one knee with bowed head, like a man
about to be knighted. Well, I got my knighting. There was an incredible noise—a thunderclap
condensed into the space of an eardrum—and then the bricks and mortar came tearing and
burning into the flesh of my face.

Lofty, away by the pump, was killed. Len, Verno and myself they dug out. There was very
little brick on top of us. We had been lucky. We had been framed by one of those symmetrical,
oblong window spaces.



