WELLINGBOROUGH FIRE BRIGADE

This concludes our summary of Wellingborough Fire Brigade.

Richard Henshaw must have been delighted when Wellingborough Urban District
Council approved the purchase of a second motor fire engine in 1933. Again, Dennis
was the chosen supplier and this time it was a new 30cwt “pump escape” registered in
Northamptonshire NV 2881. The term pump is obvious, but the word escape signified
extending ladders with large wheels, the whole unit being detachable from the engine
and manually wheeled into place at a fire, where it could then be extended up to 50ft.
The escape would usually be the first engine to leave the fire station because rescue
was the first priority.

This modern machine was smaller and more agile than the older N type, with an OHV
engine and 4 wheel drum brakes, plus pneumatic tyres from new.

All local fire brigades and the Auxiliary Fire Service units in Great Britain were merged
into the National Fire Service in 1941. This started to standardise equipment and, most
importantly, the diameter of hydrant valves which had previously made regional
integration difficult. Wellingborough’s 30cwt Dennis was Taken over by NFS in 1941.

During this period it travelled far and wide, serving in Coventry during the blitz. The
new Fire Services Act 1947 effectively disbanded the National Fire Service and made
firefighting functions the responsibility of county and county borough councils. The
30cwt was thus taken back by Northamptonshire Fire Brigade at that time and
stationed at Wellingborough.

One notable fire was at St.Barnabas Church in May 1949 which reached regional
newspapers from Aberdeen to the south coast. It was one of the most modern
churches in Northamptonshire, but two children aged 8 and 9 set fire to the east end.
Fanned by strong winds, the flames soon spread to the whole building. The Rev.
E.G.Preece. who lived next to the church, ran into the building to try to save church
property but was only able to pick up a few ornaments before being driven out by the
flames which spread so rapidly that the roof of the church collapsed within minutes
after the arrival of the fire brigade. Fireman R.Pettife was injured by falling masonry.
The 30cwt engine was deployed, together with another from Kettering, but the escape
ladder was a little too close to the building and its own wooden wheels were set ablaze!

In 1953 it was deployed to the terrible east coast flood that year. In 1954 there is
mention of three fire engines being stationed at Wellingborough, but by then it was very
old fashioned and sold to St.Crispins Hospital at Northampton for use within their
grounds.

It was then sold on to a private collector who took it on the London to Brighton annual
commercial vehicles runs at least twice. Members may recall the pop group “Slade” on
whose 1975 album “Slade in Flame” this engine appeared. Requiring some work, it
was then laid up for 30 years.

The present owner acquired it in need of a total restoration, a job he finally got around
to when he decided if he didn’'t do it soon he'd be too old to drive it! The work was
done to such a high standard that the owner was awarded a prestigious Transport Trust
award in 2023 and its first public outing was in 2024.
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All pictures by courtesy of Nigel Bayes.

To round off our story of the Fire Brigade, at least for now, ex-Fireman Michelle Bates
responded to our previous Newsletter with documents they hold at the Fire Station.
She very kindly gave your Editor a tour of the building and allowed us to copy the plans
reproduced here.

By early 1957 the fire station in Church Street was showing its age and becoming too
small. At the same time the college wanted to erect a new building next door and take
away a small part of the yards used by the fire service. After the council blocked plans
for a new fire station at Croyland Gardens, London Road was then the preferred
location, near to where McDonalds is now, but the Council had already promised that
land to the Co-Op and didn’t want to renege on that. The Fire Brigade drew up a map
showing where all of their firemen lived and where their retained fireman worked, but
had to settle for a site sightly outside the central location they would have preferred, in
what was then known as Union Lane, now Irthlingborough Road, next door to the
hospital.

By early 1958 the plans had been drawn up, but it wasn’t until 1% May 1962 that the
new facility was formally opened. This was in the period of the Cold War, so it is a
deceptively large building on three floors, the basement being a bomb proof rabbit
warren of inter-connecting rooms and corridors and going there today is like a time
warp with signs of its intended use by the Civil Defence and others.



On this WBC map dated April 1959, Church Street is at the bottom and the old fire
station at the far bottom right, with its yard to its left and rear. The Ambulance Station is
also shown at the back of the yard and one of the buildings is shared between the two.
The blue area shows the intended position for the new college and is the reason for the
map being drawn.



The red square on Church Street is the old fire station and the green square on London
Road is the proposed new one which was never built. Hopefully some of the blue dots
can be seen which indicate where the firemen at that time lived. The new fire station
was actually built on “Union Lane”, now known as Irthlingborough Road, just east of the
“Isolation hospital”. The red line pointing to an estate agent appears irrelevant so
perhaps indicates that it was just a convenient map which was to hand.



