
WELLINGBOROUGH FIRE BRIGADE
Although local authorities did have Fire Brigades in the early 1800s, they were not well
organised or trained.  Large country estates and businesses usually had their own fire
engines for their own use, but would assist with any local emergencies as they could.
The great fire of Wellingborough in 1738 destroyed 200 houses and fire was one of the
biggest risks to both property and lives at that time.  Wellingborough had its own fire
engine for  several  years but  in  June 1858 the Parish Council  purchased one from
Northampton Council for £130, which may have been in readiness for forming the Fire
Brigade which, according to Palmer’s book “A History of Wellingborough”, was formed
the following year.  One might have assumed the public would welcome such a move
but there was some criticism, one person writing in the local papers “Now there are
some things of  great  use when complete which otherwise are of  no value,  or only
awkward encumbrances. It is notorious that there is now no water to be obtained on
any emergency in the central parts of Wellingborough. Would it not have been wiser to
have obtained a supply before purchasing the engine?”.  One can see his point!

In  fact,  water  supply  to  the  town  continued  to  be  problematic  until  several  new
boreholes were sunk in the 1930s. This “fire engine” would doubtless have been a
pump mounted on a flat platform with wheels, pulled by a horse or by hand, and the
pump was operated by men pulling and pushing handles at either side.  It was the best
technology available at that time.

The first fire engines were kept at the Council Yard in Cannon Street which was where
the swimming pool is now.  By about 1898 the fire engines were housed in a building
on Church Street which is now the Ugly Mug café and then a new fire station was built
on the other side of Church Street on land now occupied by the College.  This included
a house for the Engineer who, after steam powered engines were introduced, needed
to be close by as it was his job to light the fire and get the engine ready as soon as
possible.   In the early days the horses had been kept  in Barker’s Yard,  in George
Street.   Mr Barker was also an Undertaker and the horses were used for funerals.
Problems arose if a fire broke out and the horses where being used for a funeral.

Left: the Ugly Mug café, formerly Bewitched and widely thought
to have been the first Fire Station on Church Street.

Both locations on Church Street appear to have been
used together for a number of years.  By 1957 there
were calls for a new, larger fire station to be built and
an application was made for this to be on Croyland
Park, but the Parks Department refused, saying that it
was public open space.  So it seems that our green
spaces  were  at  risk  even  75  years  ago.   The
Engineer’s  house  was  vacated  in  1960  when  the
college was extended and the station moved to the
modern, purpose-built  fire station on Irthlingborough
Road in early 1962.

Some of the problems can be illustrated by a fire at Earls Barton in early 1865.  An
arsonist set alight a haystack on the farm of Mr. John Ward.  Both Wellingborough fire
engines were  sent  for  at  about  1pm,  but  didn’t  arrive until  5pm,  by  which time all
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available locals had sprung into action in the traditional manner, fetching water from the
wells and forming lines along which buckets of water were passed. Water carts were
also used to fetch more water from the River Nene about a mile away and the flames
were extinguished.   The Fire Brigade seemed surprised when local  youths greeted
them with ironical cheers and chaffering.

In May of the same year the arsonist struck again on the premises of Mr. Austin, again
in Earls Barton.  Several cottages were burnt down, a barn, and other property.  This
time they were lucky because on the very morning of the fire a new fire engine, which
had again been purchased from Northampton Fire Brigade, was just being delivered.
Superintendent  Smith,  of  the  Northampton  Fire  Brigade,  was  in  the  process  of
explaining to those in charge how to work the engine when the call  came in!  The
engine was apparently “of much service” that day.

Over  the  next  decade  there  were  several  calls  for  change  and  in  1868  the  7th
Company  of  The  Northamptonshire  Regiment  Volunteers  (predecessors  of  the
Territorial Army which was formed in 1908) considered forming a volunteer Fire Brigade
themselves.   In  November  1877  Mr.  Thomas  Pendered,  who  was  head  of  the
committee set up by the Council to consider the matter, announced that the entire Fire
Brigade was to be effectively re-formed on a more professional and efficient footing.
Joseph Pendered was appointed Captain on 28 th November 1877 and held the same
post for 30 years.  Thomas Pendered was a brother of Joseph Pendered and both were
Auctioneers in the town.  Smart new “undress” uniforms were issued to all firemen at a
cost of £75, but on cost grounds the new “dress” uniforms (smart blue tunics and brass
helmets  for  the men and a silver  helmet  for  the  Captain)  costing £51,  were  to  be
delayed by six months.

The men were not paid a salary, but were to be paid 5s. per drill for each man.  There
was one drill every month and eight men, so the cost to the council would have been
£24  per  annum.   Furthermore,  the  men  were  to  be  paid  10s.  for  every  fire  they
attended.  Until this time there had been 18 firemen, but they had been less well trained
and without  proper equipment.   The reorganisation was expected to save the town
£100 per year and provide a better service too, which all sounds a bit 2025-ish!

In those days before the telephone and 999 (that was introduced in 1937), how did you
call for the Fire Brigade?  This newspaper account explains:

STACK FIRE AT WELLINGBOROUGH.  A fire, resulting in the destruction of about forty
tons of  hay,  occurred  at  Wellingborough on  Thursday  afternoon.  The fire  was first
noticed just before two o'clock, when flames were seen to be issuing from two large
hay stacks.  The discovery was made by an inmate of the Workhouse, who, from one of
the windows of the upper part of the building, saw the flames. He or she raised an
alarm and a message was immediately sent  to  Mr.  Page,  whose residence,  “Nene
View”, is just opposite to the Workhouse, Mr. Page being connected with the telephone,
a telephonic message was despatched to the Hind Hotel for horses to be sent to the
Fire Brigade station. Meanwhile, a further message had reached the Fire Station and
the fire bell was rung about quarter past two.  The firemen responded to the call with
remarkable promptitude, and despite the fact that they were considerably hampered by
the  large  crowd  of  people  which  the  ringing  of  the  fire  bell,  as  usual,  caused  to
assemble, within two minutes the bell ceasing to ring, horses had been harnessed, and
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fire engine and men, under the command of Captain Joseph Pendered were on their
way to the scene of the conflagration.

Originally, once a call had been received at the fire station, a maroon (a type of distress
flare) was sent up from the Council’s yard.  Later a bell was used as well, and later still
only the bell.  But even by early 1900 the Council were considering installing an electric
bell in the houses of each fireman, the object being to “do away with the nuisance
caused by the ringing of the bell”.

In November 1879 a second anniversary dinner for the Fire Brigade was held at The
Hind.  The Landlord, Mr. J. Wallis said he was very pleased to see them in their present
state of efficiency since re-organisation. He could remember the time when neither of
them  knew  how  to  put  the  suction  pipe  on!   In  reply,  Joseph  Pendered  briefly
summarised what the Brigade had been doing during the last twelve months and it
“was rather a matter of regret” that they had only had one fire in the year!  They had
had twenty fire drills during the year, an increased number on the previous year, both
with the fire engine, and also at every fire plug in the town, of which there were then
120.

Left: Photo dated 1900.  
Names of men are not in 
order, Capt. Joseph Pendred, 
Inspector Richards, Engineer 
Billington, Firemen Hall, 
Richards, Bradshaw, Gilbert 
Snr., Gilbert Jnr., Wood, 
Laughton, Garrard, Cox, and 
Crisp.  This was the old 
manual pump, operated by 
men using the pump handle 
on either side continuously 
whilst water was required.  It 
was very tiring work.

All then seemed to be going well for the new Brigade.  By 1904 one of the old manual
fire pumps was 30 years old and showing its age.  Reliable, steam powered appliances
had  been around  for  50  years  in  large  towns  and  a  fire  in  March  of  that  year  at
Wollaston prompted Captain Pendered to petition the council for a steamer, claiming
that the existing machine “proved her utter inefficiency”.   He pointed out that many
factories and large buildings had been erected in the higher parts of Wellingborough,
where the water pressure was low, and should a fire occur nothing but a steamer could
possibly cope with it because they could raise three times the pressure and delivery of
water.  It was also very difficult to get pumpers for the manual pump and to keep them
at work for the duration required.  He also noted that members visited other Brigades,
such as Kettering, Market Harborough, Stamford and Desborough, saw their steamers,
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and  returned  dissatisfied,  which  was most  undesirable  after  the  Brigade had  been
noted for its zeal during its 28 years of existence.

Right:  Captain Joseph Pendered the first Captain of the Fire
Brigade from 1877-1907 (Photo courtesy J-P Carr)

In  January  1907  there  was  much  excitement  in
town on the arrival of the new steam fire engine.  A
loan  had  been  approved  in  October  1906,  the
order placed with the London manufacturer Shand
Mason & Co, who delivered the fire engine by rail
to the Midland Road station on 28th December.  It
cost £280 and had a vertical boiler mounted at the
back where coal was also kept and they claimed
that pressure could be raised within ten minutes of lighting the fire.  Testing took place
on  the  12th January  1907  at  three  places:  the  Council  yard  in  Cannon  Street,
Doddington  Road  and  the  Cattle  Market.   It  was  then  drawn  up  in  front  of  Corn
Exchange on Market Square where a handover ceremony took place, during which
Mrs. Hedger Edwards, the wife of the popular Chairman of the Urban District Council,
used a bottle of champagne and the removal of a flag to reveal the name “Fire Queen”
engraved on a brass plate fixed to the engine.

Left: the new 
steamer in use at 
Mill Road.

In June 1913 that steam fire engine was tested when a huge fire broke out in the
relatively new 3-storey leatherwork factory of Robert Rudlen on the corner of Strode
Road and Mill Road.  Firefighters were on the scene from mid afternoon through the
night and the building, equipment (which could be heard falling through floor by floor),
materials and stock were all totally destroyed.  It was the largest fire in the town for
almost ten years and the Fire Brigade were praised for their work in both putting it out
and for protecting neighbouring premises.  The press noted this fire as a turning point in
the public’s perception of the steam fire engine as being so much more than a toy.
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Above. This picture is usually claimed to have been taken in Mill Road c1905, but as the steamer didn’t
arrive until 1907 that must be incorrect.  In fact it was taken in Stanley Road and the factory in the
background is H.W.Chapman, Paper Box Factory (no longer there).  It is probably a J.W. Rogers

photograph as his studio was in the same road and the Hospital Parades, which started in 1908, always
started from there.  The Parade, now known as the Wellingborough Carnival, was washed out by

torrential rain in 1908, so this was probably taken a year or two later.  It might help to date the picture if
we knew when and for what the Brigade won that impressive cup.  Any suggestions, please?

Pendered suffered ill health towards the end of 1906 and stood down on 21st January
1907.  Engineer Billington took charge and was effectively interim Captain.  Pendered
died on 6th November 1907 and Evelyn Willian Jackson was appointed the new Captain
on 8th March 1908.  The Jacksons were well respected in the town, his father William
being a Councillor and retired army Colonel, his brother Hugh was a Captain in the
army and Evelyn, after studying at Cambridge University and qualifying as a Solicitor,
set up a practice in the town.

Left: Captain Jackson’s helmet, now 
preserved and on display at 
Wellingborough Museum, together with 
several other relevant artefacts.  Helmets 
for the lower ranks were brass, but that for 
the Captain was “silver”, which is probably 
“German Silver” now known as nickel silver.
(photo by Margaret Townson, courtesy of 
Wellingborough Museum)

Jackson moved to Wilby in November 1915, which was outside the town boundary, so
relinquished his post.  Richard Henshaw had been the town’s Surveyor for a little over a
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year but was already making his presence felt in the town, so with his knowledge of
water management and his prior experience as Captain of the Fire Brigade at Portland,
he was the obvious choice to become Captain of the Fire Brigade later that month.

Just as Pendered had campaigned for a steam fire engine in 1907, such was the pace
of change that less than a decade later Henshaw started campaigning to replace it with
a new and more modern motor fire engine.  He continued to press for one throughout
the remainder of the War and was successful in 1921.

Above This wonderful photograph by courtesy of Michelle Bates was taken in November 1922, just a
year after delivery of the Dennis N type motor fire pump.  The location is Wellingborough Fire Station and
the lady looking out of the window upstairs is a St John Ambulance Sister (the equivalent to a Private in
the army) as this was the HQ for them as well.  The older horse-drawn steam engine can also be seen.

Richard Henshaw is believed to be driving the Dennis and is the senior officer, whilst his deputy is
standing by the steamer.  The three-way scale epaulets denote the most senior officers and Henshaw’s
would have been silver to match his helmet, whilst those of his deputy were brass.  The Dennis N type
handled most of the fires in the town until a second Dennis joined it in September 1933.  The wooden

doors behind bear the words “FIRE” and presumably “STATION”.

Dennis Brothers Ltd was formed in 1895 and built road vehicles in Guilford, Surrey.
They made their first fire engine in 1908 and came to dominate that specialist market
for many years, only ceasing production in 2007.  The 1921 model “N” purchased for
Wellingborough was of the type introduced in 1908 and utilised a 6.6 litre 60hp 4-
cylinder engine.  It  started the trend away from steam power in favour of petrol fire
engines.  The engine supplied to Wellingborough was purely a pump, with wooden
ladders which extended to 35ft  and cost the huge sum of £1,200.  Dennis sold 42
appliances during that year.  It was registered in Northamptonshire No.BD 6515.  These
vehicles had plenty of power but the brakes had no linings, so were cast iron bearing
on cast iron and operated on the rear wheels only.  One can only imagine this brute of a
machine, weighing about 4 tons laden, being driven at speed and with urgency, with
solid (not pneumatic) rubber tyres on cobble stones and hardly any brakes at all ... the
experience must have been “interesting” and probably terrifying for the crew clinging
onto the sides of it!  Of course, there were very few cars on the road and commercial
vehicles were normally restricted to a 12mph speed limit.
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Above: We used this picture last time but make no apology for it appearing here again.  This is the 1921
Dennis N type pump, photographed at Dennis’s factory when ready for delivery.  Note the cast iron

wheels with solid tyres, no front brakes, the brass bell and the bulb-operated horn.  The lamp just ahead
of the bulkhead (there is no windscreen) is not a headlamp but a removable lamp.  The main body is

known as the hose box and would carry maybe 1500ft of hoses in about 20ft lengths.  The bottom
lockers were for small gear (or “breaking in gear”), including hydrant stand pipes, a large axe, spade,
crowbar, saw etc.  The crew would sit on top of the hose boxes, resting their feet on the foot boards.

 
Left:  The Fire in Market Street 1947, started by frying bacon.  It is believed the fire was at the shop of Mr.
Hankins, 32 Market Street.  The 1933 Dennis is in the left background and on the right is the 1921 “N” 
type, now displaying pneumatic tyres and fitted with snow chains.  The boxes along the side would 
normally hold coiled hoses, but here we see large supplies of foam concentrate. Could the foam be 
carried because of the close proximity of Sywell aerodrome?

Right: A lovely picture of fireman Tompkins and his bride aboard the N type at their wedding on
Wednesday 24th August 1927 at the Parish Church in Finedon.  Fireman Leonard Charles Tompkins and

his bride Mabel Annie Tunn, both from Finedon, intended to be carried away from the church on the
engine, but according to the local paper, owing to the rain, they posed for the picture and then travelled

by car.  The family recall that they did travel on the engine, but maybe nobody today really knows.
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It was not uncommon for members of the same family to be employed in the same industry and four days
after the wedding Tompkins’s younger brother Frederick Victor Tompkins was married to Alma Gladys

Carter and they too were carried to the Parish church at Great Doddington by fire engine and by
ambulance, they both being active members of both services!  As the happy couple left the church they
passed under an archway of firemen’s axes and between ranks of ambulance men.  Bride and Groom

travelled together on the fire engine to the reception at the local school.

In 1923 Richard Henshaw was awarded a Silver Medal for 20 years as a volunteer
fireman, spanning his time in Wellingborough and Portland.

The old Shand Mason horse drawn steam engine continued to be used until at least
1925, but probably only as a last resort.  It is said to have ended up being sent down to
the pumping station at Kangaroo Spinney for a time before being sold to a collector but
was scrapped in the 1960s.

A decade later the Dennis was showing its age, so in 1933 Wellingborough ordered
another new Dennis, this time a 30cwt “pump escape” at a cost of £848.  Dennis sold
95 fire appliances that year all over the world.  The old N type was retained as backup
and both would be sent together to larger fires.  At some point the N was returned to
Dennis to have the solid rubber tyres updated to pneumatics which must have made a
huge  difference  to  the  ride  quality.   It  was  probably  sold  in  the  1950s  and  its
subsequent history is not known.  Happily, the 1933 30cwt Pump Escape fire engine
had  a  fascinating  history  and  still  exists  today  in  magnificent  condition.   It  will  be
featured in our next Newsletter.

We are indebted to Andy Goundry, Archivist for the Dennis Society for details of the two
Dennis engines, to Nigel Bayes for details of his 1933 Dennis and explaining some of
the more technical details, but also Jon-Paul Carr for casting his eye over all of the text
and providing additional information, illustrations and corrections. 
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