
RICHARD STEVENSON HENSHAW
R.S.Henshaw was born on 5th October 1872 in Congerstone, Leicestershire.  His father,
also Richard,  was a farmer and by 1891 the family  had moved to  Tythby Grange,
Nottinghamshire.   He  was  educated  at  Sedgebrook  Grammar  School,  and  then
Nottingham University College where he was awarded a silver medal  and the local
prize for the best  examination results that  year.   He then served his articles under
Mr.W.H.Radford,  AMICE (civil  engineering),  Nottingham, afterwards assisting him to
carry out important sewerage and water schemes.

On  17th February  1897  he  married  Margaret  (Maggie)  Anna  Tempest  at  Duffield,
Derbyshire and they had three children.  Once qualified he was engaged by Messrs.
Stevenson and Burstal,  MMICE, of Westminster, and immediately after the wedding
Richard and Maggie travelled to the Isle of Man, where he was engaged as the resident
Engineer  surveying  for  an  extensive  sewage  scheme  in  Douglas.   Following  that
contract he undertook a job as engineer and manager at the Harrogate Waterworks
Co.,  before  returning  to  Douglas  in  1900 to  supervise  Douglas  Corporation’s  main
drainage scheme.  At this time he described himself  as a “Civil  Engineer” and was
doing well enough to employ a general domestic servant.

In 1902 he was one of 143 applicants for a position as “surveyor and water engineer”
for  Portland Urban District  Council,  and when he was accepted for  the  job  he left
Stevenson  and  Burstal,  moving  his  family  to  Sunnyside,  62  Wakeham,  Easton,
Portland, Dorset.

He  was  clearly  a  highly  respected  water  engineer  and  in  1913  was  awarded  an
Institution Premium of £5 5s. for a paper he delivered in London before the Institute of
Water Engineers about the important Friar Waddon Bore-hole Scheme in Dorset, which
he designed and carried out.  He was at that time a member the Municipal and County
Engineers’  Associations,  a  member  of  the  Institute  of  Water  Engineers,  the  public
representative and examiner for Dorset for the National Registration of Plumbers, and
co-ordinator for the returns of rainfall in Dorset for the Field Club.

HIS MOVE TO WELLINGBOROUGH

Wellingborough Urban  District  Council  were  very  fortunate  to  have  enticed such  a
capable man to work for them from the summer of 1914 until his retirement in 1939.
He beat 60 other candidates for the job.

It was doubtless his expertise with water that prompted him to also accept the post of
Captain of the Wellingborough Fire Brigade in November 1915, having previously held
that position in the Portland brigade for 12 years.

By 1921 the family  were living at  “Headlands”  5  Harrowden Road,  an attractive 4-
bedroom detached house where they had a servant Ada Buby, aged 19.  In 1936 he
purchased a plot of land at 133 Northampton Road and had a house built which he
moved into in 1939.  It seems highly likely that he designed this house himself, or at
least had a hand in its design.

He  was  due  to  retire  in  October  1937  when  reaching  the  age  of  65,  but  actually
continued until March 1939, having stood down from the fire brigade in January 1937.
His retirement present from colleagues was a “wireless set for his grey saloon car”.  His
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hobbies were said to include ornithology and sweet  pea growing, at  which he won
numerous prizes and a gold medal.  He was also a keen chess player and part of the
town’s chess team.

He may have retired, but he retained an active interest in the town and in preserving his
reputation, keeping to hand all the statistics he needed when in March 1950 he had a
spat with the local Labour MP George Lindgren.  Lindgren was outspoken and fiercely
critical  of  the  standard  of  housing  in  Wellingborough  and  also  the  cost,  proposing
modern pre-fabs to be the future.  Henshaw’s response in the local papers on 20 th

March 1950 sums up the situation and probably the man also:

“Let me tell Mr. Lindgren that the Wellingborough Urban District Council built permanent
houses pre-war at the rate of one a day - excluding Sundays and Bank Holidays - at a
cost of £268 7s. 6d., plus £75 18s. 9d. for roads, sewers and land - total £344 6s. 3d.
for the large three bedroom type, and £244 7s. 6d., plus £75 18s. 9d. - total £320 6s.
3d. for the two bedroom type. The rents were 4s. 5d. per week plus rates, 2s. 4d. - total
6s. 9d. for the three bedroom type, and 3s. 7d. plus 2s. rates - total 5s. 7d. - for the two
bedroom type.  Moreover, the chimneys did not smoke or the roof timbers sag. These
houses will be standing when the ugly temporary dwellings of which Mr. Lindgren is so
proud have tumbled down, and which cost, I understand, in the region of £1,200 each.
R. STEVENSON HENSHAW. Wellingborough”.

He died on 11th August 1950, aged 77.

WATER

So, what of Henshaw’s legacy?  As an expert in water management it is not surprising
that his greatest achievements were in that field and little noticed by the public who still
take them for granted today.  When he took office there was a serious water shortage in
the town which he tackled with urgency, sinking several new wells in order to triple the
supply of water in ten years.  He found the water by studying geological formations and
sinking boreholes, this work reducing the cost of water by 50%.

There was also a long standing sewerage problem and his solution was to purchase
166 acres of land and expand the sewage farm to resolve the issue.  One of his last
major works was in October 1936, when the Council secured a loan of £20,000 for
reconstruction of the main outfall sewer in the town, which had been last reconstructed
in 1898.

He set up measuring devices at Swanspool and kept meticulous records of weather,
hours  of  sunshine,  rainfall  and  other  relevant  measures,  acting  as  the  weather
forecaster for the council  and the residents and in order to predict and prepare for
water related issues.  As an aside, it is perhaps relevant to today’s global warming
debate that in January 1918 Henshaw’s records showed that in Wellingborough there
had been two weather records broken during the previous year: the August rainfall was
the heaviest since 1861,  and that  for  November and December was the lowest  on
record.
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Throughout  the  1920s  he  attended  the  annual  town  tree  planting  ceremony,  but
although partly intended to make the town a more
pleasant  place  to  live  in,  this  also  played  an
important role in water management.

FIRE BRIGADE

Becoming  Captain  of  the  Fire  Brigade  was  a
perfect fit for his experience.  His surveying skills
helped  him  to  evaluate  the  safety  of  buildings
following  a  fire;  and  his  experience  with  water
supplies was also invaluable for fire fighting.  His
Captaincy was in no way ceremonial as he attended most fires himself including all the
major ones and was the force behind modernisation of the brigade.  During the Great
War he fought for the purchase of the town’s first motor fire engine, a battle he won in
1921.  Prior to this they had been horse drawn.  In the mid 1930s Higham and Rushden
were both struggling to keep a viable fire brigade due to rising costs and Henshaw
advised  both  on  efficiency  measures  and  offering  Wellingborough’s  brigade  as  an
alternative, saying he could be there in 11 minutes.  In September 1934 he opposed the
installation of overhead power cables on the grounds that they were a fire risk.

Wellingborough’s 1921 Dennis fire engine which Henshaw campaigned to buy for so
long, photographed by Dennis before delivery.  Note the 30ft extending ladder on the
top and cast iron wheels with solid tyres. Photo by courtesy of Nigel Bayes.

SURVEYOR, ENGINEER and ARCHITECT

As  the  council’s  surveyor  he  would  be  consulted  about  the  structural  integrity  of
buildings in the town including those not owned by the council.  For instance, in March
1915 he deemed that the walls of a three storey house at 33 St.Johns Street were
giving way, making the structure unsafe and instigated legal action against the owner.
In December1934 he gave evidence to support the prosecution of a local builder for
failing  to  construct  chimneys  in  accordance  with  the  plans  or  by-laws  (building
regulations).

His main duties however were as Surveyor and Engineer for municipal projects. 

He laid out the promenade along by the river at the Embankment and the provision of
two paddling pools there.  He was also responsible for designing the pleasure grounds

at  Swanspool,  Eastfield  Park,  and  the
Banks at  Finedon.   Other  works  included
the  shelter  and  underground  public
conveniences that he designed in 1915 and
which were opened on the market square
in  1919,  provision  of  another  public
convenience at Swanspool in 1920 and in
1923 he played an active role in the design
of the new town plan.  
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This lead to his plans for slum clearance and their replacement by council houses, the
third wave of which in 1934 encountered considerable opposition.  In 1938 he proposed
an open air pool in Castle Fields, and in the same year he was elected a member of the
governing board of the Cottage Hospital, representing the town council.  Although it
doesn’t seem much today, his £70pa pay rise in 1928, took his salary up to £600pa.

He laid out the promenade along by the river at the Embankment and the provision of
two paddling pools there.  He was also responsible for designing the pleasure grounds
at Swanspool, Eastfield Park, and the Banks at Finedon.  Other works included the
shelter and underground public conveniences that he designed in 1915 and which were
opened on the  market  square  in  1919,  provision  of  another  public  convenience at
Swanspool in 1920 and in 1923 he played an
active role in the design of the new town plan.
This lead to his plans for slum clearance and
their replacement by council houses, the third
wave  of  which  in  1934  encountered
considerable  opposition.   In  1938  he
proposed an open air  pool  in Castle Fields,
and  in  the  same  year  he  was  elected  a
member  of  the  governing  board  of  the
Cottage  Hospital,  representing  the  town
council.  Although it doesn’t seem much today, his £70pa pay rise in 1928, took his
salary up to £600pa.

To many ordinary  residents,  his  building  of  1,354 council  houses had the  greatest
impact  on  their  everyday  lives,  together  with
roads and infrastructure for private houses too.
The  Council  Houses  were  not  designed  by
Henshaw  because  they  were  to  a  fairly
standard  Government  design  and  included
Ashfield/Birchfield Roads, Priory/Abbey Roads,
Jubilee Crescent/Kingsway (top part) and also
Finedon  Road(Note.1).  His  work  for  the
townspeople  and  his  legacy  is  probably  as
important as that of any other single person of
that era, and yet most people have never heard

of him.  There is a road named after him and, unusually, it was named whilst he was

4



still  in office, but surely he deserves at least a blue plaque, maybe attached to his
greatest edifice, the Swanspool Pavilion?

Next time we will  look deeper into the fire brigade, when it  was formed and how it
operated during its early years.

Note 1: Thanks to Jon-Paul Carr for these locations.
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