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From the spare bedroom.

First job this month is to thank Alsion Newis at West Midlands Fire Serv-
ice Community Team and the lads from the W. Mids Heritage Group
who helped the E. C. with accommodation for their last meeting. Due to
ill health Mick Kernan had to unavoidably cancel the space we had
booked, a rallying call to West Mids and all was sorted, the refreshments
were first class too. Thanks again to all concerned and we wish Mick a
speedy recovery and a return to mobility.

If you have never been to the West Midlands Heritage Centre in Aston,
Birmingham put it on your list it is a really interesting fire museum and
not just Birmingham related.

You may have noticed the change of name on the previous page relating
to the Webmaster. Pat Murfin has also been suffering some ill health late-
ly and he feels that he is unable to commit enough time to the website as
is needed. So he is stepping down and handing over to Carl Bell. We all
hope that Pat is able to take up his many interests fully in the near future.

Applications for membership are being considered from the 240 FLM
group, who are working on the restoration of a London TL, and they are
looking for various spares. Also an application has come from the Nation-
al Networking Group covering New Zealand, so we could become FHN
International. It proves that our magazine and the website are being read
worldwide.

Remember the magazine will be published on the website about a month
after the hard copy has been sent out. Let your members know. I have
had to hold a couple of items over for the next edition but I am always
happy to receive your articles or group Newsletters.

Phil Consadine.  June 2015.



STREET HERITAGE.
By

IAN FORRESTER.

Firewells In Brum.

In a previous edition of our magazine Phil Consadine did an interesting
piece on Bridge Doors.
This got me thinking of my ‘Sunday Morning Duties’ as a probationer
Fireman in the West Midlands Fire Service at Central Fire Station in the
middle of Birmingham City Centre. I joined in 1975.
You can imagine that there were thousands of Fire Hydrants on the
patch along with about 30 Bridge Doors and about six more unusual
things, called Fire Wells. All these things along with the Private Pump-
ing Positions had to be checked periodically and because there were so
many of them they were split into groups. The hydrants were checked
during afternoon work routines but because it was quieter traffic wise
on a Sunday Morning the Bridge Doors and Fire Wells were inspected
on a Sunday Morning.
Fire Wells, the older Chaps told me, were left over from the war when
they were provided to augment water supplies during bombing raids.
The wells consisted of large underground tanks which, when a nearby
valve was turned on, filled up with water and were used as open water
supplies after cast iron lids were lifted using t- type keys. (They were
definitely two man lifts). The  wells were brick lined. Exactly how
many litres of water they held I don’t know but it was an awful lot.
During the wartime the valves were used to fill the tanks up and then
they were switched off. When the bombers arrived and put the mains
out of action the AFS & NFS had these wells to use. The wells were in
addition to the temporary surface tanks place around the City.
During my time the valves could be left on if you were pumping from
the well so you had a constant supply of water. The wells were dotted
around the City Centre with some on pavements and some in the road-
way.



Every Sunday morning after ‘Radio Tests’ and drill we would pick up
the list of the route for that day and off we would go. The inspection con-
sisted of us lifting the well lids and then lifting the circular valve lid
which was like a stopcock lid outside a private house. We then listened
to see if we could hear the water rushing into the well as all we could see
was the blackness within the well. We’d then switch off the water valve
replace the lids, make sure the Fire Well was indicated with a home of-
fice plate and go onto the next one. The yellow home office plate was
similar to a hydrant plate but with the words FIRE WELL on it along
with the distance from the plate. (See Picture).
I never got to use a Fire Well operationally but did use one for drill once
and it was hard work getting the suction hose down through the aperture
where the lid went.
In the depths of the stores at Central Fire Station there were two long
shafted tools for cleaning out the Bridge Door Sumps & the Fire Wells.
One had a ‘spoon’ on the end of it and the other was like a garden ‘hoe’
both on twelve foot poles of, I think, ash. Fortunately, for me, they were
not used much as it was a very dirty job and it usually fell to the proba-
tioner to do it!

The wells lasted quite well considering their age but by the early 1980’s
they required a lot of maintenance and the cost was high considering
they were not used very often so the decision was taken to stop their use.
They were eventually filled in and most became involved within the ma-
jor developments in Birmingham City Centre during the eighties and
nineties. However, one still exists, although it is filled in.
Victoria Law Courts in Corporation Street is a listed building so nearby
development has not taken place to any degree so if you look near the
corner with Newton Street you will see the yellow plate low down on the
wall and if you turn round and look on the pavement you will see the
manhole covers and the water valve lid.

Ian Forrester.

West Midlands Community Heritage Group.



The “Fire Well”, plates as described in Ian’s
article.

By Janice Morris.

The Fire Mark Circle holds its AGM at the Chartered Insurance Institute
in Aldermanbury, part of Cripplegate Ward, City of London.  Prior to
the AGMs I have made several visits to the nearby Guildhall Library and
this article is based on information I have found there.
Sir John J. Baddeley in his book Cripplegate Ward has a chapter on the
numerous fires in the Ward over a number of centuries. The Barbican
now covers a large part of the area, but street names have been retained
and it is possible to visit many of the locations.
In the thirteenth century there was a great fire in Milk Street at the
southern end of Aldermanbury and on the third day of the Great Fire of
1666 much of the Inner Cripplegate Ward was destroyed. Then In 1761
fire destroyed part of the Barbican.  Forty years later there was a fire in a
“sugar house” in Wood Street just to the west of Aldermanbury. Whit-
bread’s Brewery in the Silk Street area caught fire in 1807 and the fire
was extinguished when a vat containing beer barrels burst.
Even after the Great Fire Aldermanbury and the surrounding streets “were nar-
row and tortuous, badly paved, with no footpath, with the upper stories of the
houses so overhanging that they would nearly meet across the street.” There
were some open areas, but much of the area in the nineteenth century consisted
of warehouses filled with flammable contents such as wool, flax and material,
glue, varnishes and packaging. Oil lamps, or later gas, were used for lighting
and workers smoked. Little wonder that there were sixteen serious fires in the
nineteenth century in the square mile round Aldermanbury.



A devastating fire occurred in Aldermanbury on the evening of August 18 1845,
which reportedly illuminated the whole City. It broke out in the premises of
Messrs. Bradbury, Greatorex and Beale at 6, Aldermanbury, and  extended “with
ungovernable fury” to the premises of Messrs. Coster and Co., warehousemen,
Mr. Stone, wholesale tea-dealer, and other wholesale houses. The premises
extended to the west end of the Guildhall and the fire threatened the Records of
the Corporation, which had to be removed to a safer place. The western window
of the Guildhall was badly damaged by the heat from the fire.

The London Fire Engine Establishment attended the blaze and at the inquest
later in the year a vote of thanks was given by the jury to Mr Braidwood and his
men for stopping the progress of the fire. The cause of the fire was recorded as
accidental, possibly caused by paper used to ignite a gas light falling through a
grating into the storeroom below. Although no one had been killed the inquest
was held because of the concern about the increasing number of fires in the
Ward.
A fire between London Wall and Wood Street in 1882 damaged at least five
premises and resulted in insurance claims of nearly two million pounds, but the
greatest devastation caused by fire in the Ward in the nineteenth century
occurred in November 1897. It started in Hamsell Street, the area which is now
The Barbican Centre, in a building belonging to an ostrich feather merchant. It
spread over an area of around 4 acres and nearly 100 warehouses and offices
were destroyed.  A valuable Holbein painting of Henry VIII and the Barber
Surgeons (circa 1542) was removed to safety from from Barbers’ Hall. It had
been damaged by the fire of 1666, but escaped this particular fire and is still in
the Company’s possession.
Commander Wells of the Metropolitan Fire Brigade was in charge of operations.

There were 44 steam appliances plus manual pumps used to fight the fire,
involving 288 officers and men. Because some of the warehouses were six
stories high a number of fire escapes were needed. A number of firemen were
injured by falling brickwork and some had the clothes stripped off their backs.
Two who were on top of a building in Jewin Street were trapped and were
preparing to jump on to a tarpaulin when they were rescued by a fire escape. No
one was killed, but 4,000 people lost employment and a Mansion House Fund
was opened to help them.



The City of London’s Guildhall Library has a copy of a book The Great Fire in
Cripplegate November 19 1897. It is compiled from reports in the City Press
November 1897.  There are a lot of photographs of the devastation caused.
There are reports of the progress of the fire, the Fire Brigade’s response and
of the subsequent inquest held at the Guildhall, where there was some
criticism of that response. The fire was attributed by the jury at the enquiry
to an act of Arson.



Roger Pickett is our host for the next A.G.M. In  Essex during October.

He sent the following for the Magazine.

The attached pictures are really self explanatory, I became aware of
this untidy grave a few years ago and recently decided that James
Hopcraft deserved a spring clean ……

James joined the Grays fire brigade in the early 1890s and rose to the
rank of CFO in 1926. He died of a heart attack outside the fire station
in Orsett Road Grays on January the 4th 1928. I am now on a mission
to locate as many ex GFB firemen’s graves in the district and give
them a 'once over’. Gentlemen such as these were regarded as pillars
of the community and should be remembered for their courage and
conviction, but then readers …. you fully understand that don’t you !



Above.  The Grave in Poor Condition.

Above. After the clean up by Roger.



 James Baker Hopcraft seated front left. His axe and
pouch are on display in the E



Centenary of the Great War - Part 1

The Western Front Association are organising a seminar on the theme of
 'Transportation in the Great War' where one of the lectures will include
details of fires, fire engines whilst another ambulances. Taking place at
the historic Royal Grammar School in High Wycombe, Buckinghamshire
 on Saturday 12 September the event starts at 9.45. Ticket price (£22-50)
 includes refreshments and a buffet lunch. A member of Fire Heritage
Network UK will be one of the speakers.  The lecture will utilise film
and stills, including those of munitions works and workers. Plenty of
parking, books to purchase and obviously lectures of interest. Further
details available from wfaoxbucks@gmail.com.

Centenary of the Great War - Part 11

Newspapers provide a fascinating archive and research resource for
genealogists and historians what ever their particular interest. In this
Great War Centenary period we hear about 'blood, mud and trenches',
we perhaps do not hear so much of the 'home front' such as fires,
accidents and explosions. Details about extremely serious incidents and
large loss of life can be scarce; on occasions amounting to little more
than a paragraph. Incidents involving munitions whether in production
or under transportation did occur but press censorship resulted in the
wider public not being appraised of the full horror.



The British Governments own Ministry of Munitions archives held at
Kew show how often incidents occurred but try to seek out more detail on
 a 'social' level such as the effect on a local community and this is where
brick walls and cul de sacs suddenly appear and the researcher has to turn
 into a detective.
However on the bright side, if there is one discussing explosions and fires,
 the newspapers also reported occurrences in factories outside of Great
Britain. Our papers appear to have been especially pleased to report
anything amiss in a Germany or Austrian munitions factory!
Our industries after an immediate crash following the declaration of war
in August 1914 causing loss of orders, redundancies and factory closures,
 rose to the task with the introduction of 'industrial warfare' in May 1915
which brought about an immense rush of new factory building, opening
up and renovating existing factories and the giving of large and not so
large orders to many companies and need for workers to start learning new
 skills. It also resulted in new training requirements for those involved in
safety services and how to deal with new hazards and dealing with
accidents on the thousands of sites now producing items for the war effort
. An immediate example would be the provision of safety services on
sites producing 'gas' or chemical weaponry.

For clarity we will stay within the oft accepted understanding of  the term
'munitions' as relating to ammunition rather than the myriad of products
actually ordered by or manufactured for the Ministry of Munitions during
the Great War such as boots, blankets, etc. We will look at explosive
production and shell filling. Incidents occurred throughout the world and
not just in Europe within this sector, indeed the reporting of accidents
involving explosive factories continues to this day but thankfully not so
often or with such serious consequences.
In June 1915 we read that the Dominion Arsenal, Quebec was rocked by
explosions and fire that taxed the resources of fire crews. Damage was
considerable but the destruction caused at Baden Aniline Dye Company in
May 1915 resulted in the factory being out of action for some considerable
time. Located in Ludwigshafen which is on the outskirts of Mannheim, the
 factory was attacked by French aircraft. Five people died during the raid.
The factory in German is Badische Anilin und Soda-Fabrik; still on the
same site to this day but better known as BASF,



this is one of the oldest remaining of the BASF production facilities
complete with a very large and interesting works fire service.
Crossing back over the Atlantic we find in November 1915 the large
Bethlehem steel works in Pennsylvania suffering a major blaze resulting
in over 800 guns of different calibres being damaged, most beyond repair.
Interestingly the fire must have had a strong hold as the works fire
department at the time amounted to 150 fire fighters with a massive array
 of equipment. The work force was over 12,000 with the British Military
having at least 30 to 40 inspectors based at the factory.
Within Europe an explosion and then serious fire during July 1915
damaged premises in Dresden killing 8 workers whilst in January 1916
the Portuguese Army's Arsenal in Lisbon that was both a storage and
production area was rocked by an explosion that caused a widespread
conflagration. Also in January 1916, Krupps main plant in Essen,
Germany suffered a similar incident. That year, 1916, brought about
reports of incidents in St Denis a suburb of Paris, and yet more involving
munitions factories around the Felixdorf region, south of Vienna. This
area in particular became known for incidents due to the number of
explosive factories located near by. The Austrian equivalent of the Royal
Gun Powder Factory, Waltham Abbey could be found in the town of
Blumau/ Neuriβhof which is close to Felixdorf. Small villages nearby
saw massive population rises due to the war. They also witnessed sadness,
December 1916 in particular. Two explosions resulted in fatalities in the
factories. One with 11 dead and 60 injured, the other 3 died. Casualties in
 the villages & towns although not high were as a direct result of flying
debris, collapsing buildings and glass shattering.
In the Haute Pyrenees (France) during January 1916 one of France's
oldest and largest munitions production sites was the scene of another
fatal accident. The Tarbes Arsenal had been founded shortly after the
Battle of Tarbes (20 March 1820) fought between the forces of Napoleon
 and Arthur Wellesley, later to become Duke of Wellington. Wellesley
was the victor and marched on. However after its founding soon after the
 defeat the Arsenal of Tarbes grew in importance, the main French
Artillery construction workshop was located within its walls. Barracks
were constructed locally to guard this important factory, whilst in the
town during 1851 Ferdinand Foch was born. Foch was to become
Commander in Chief of Allied Forces during the Great War;
 in other words General Haig's supreme commander.



The site at Tarbes lasted until 2006 but by the 1990s employed just a
fraction of its former workforce and the therefore the local population.
ts gendarmerie, pompiers and health workers had for many years
protected both the workers and the surrounding area; as with many
factories around the world this is now just history.
Large empty buildings were either demolished or used for other purposes
and not just manufacturing. In a strange irony here we are commemorat-
ing the Centenary of the Great War and one of the sites under discussion,
Tarbes Arsenal for its fires, explosions and corps of pompiers is now
know for housing one of the best fire service museums in France. Yes,
part of the Arsenal site is now the home of the Le Musèe des Sapeurs
Pompiers à Tarbes.

Tarbes Arsenal before closure.             Tarbes Fire Mu-

Centenary of the Great War - Part 111

Many people comment about the role of women in the Great War and
purely refer to 'canaries', in other words those women who dealt with TNT
 in munitions works but by doing this they are forgetting all the others who
performed such sterling work in many diverse ways. Lady tram drivers in Rochdale,
tram conductresses in Glasgow, railway staff in London and the Wolverton
Railway Works in Buckinghamshire, postal delivery workers, chimney
sweeps; you name it and women appear to have been able to do the job
and do it very well.
J C Burnham, the Superintendent of HM Cordite Factory in Gretna joined
with others praising the work performed by 'female operatives' and he
was in a good position to comment as at different times up to 10,000 fe-
males worked with him at Gretna.



Burnham additionally mentioned the response to a serious and fatal
accident, as did his colleague who supervised a shell filling factory in
Leeds when workers returned to their shifts after a particularly bad
accident had claimed the lives of 35 ladies and injuring a large number
of others. A large number of factories employed female workers in
dangerous occupations, some were taken on as  building staff, police
officers and women fire fighters as the war progressed.
However on the signing of the Armistice in November 1918, whilst
several railway companies and corporation transport departments
continued to employ female labour, the employment of ladies in the
emergency services dropped dramatically. A number of police forces
took on ex- members of the Women’s Police Service and several other
women's patrol organisations. Reading in Berkshire and Carlisle were
amongst those, but women firefighters were few and far between. A
number of industrial premises and shops continued to have female
members on their fire staffs but it would not be until the advent of the
next war that women were seen in large numbers in the fire service.



Centenary of the Great War - Part 1V

At the out break of the Great War large swathes of the country were
covered by volunteer fire brigades or services operated by land owners
or industrial concerns or no fire service at all. One of the interesting
features researching the Great War is the difference in fire cover not only
 between neighbouring towns but the problems faced by fire officers
who had to gain permission to attend an incident outside their
jurisdiction. Possibly one of the worst was the requirement for the CFO
 of the police fire brigade in Carlisle, Chief Constable Edward de
Schmid to get permission to attend the Quintinshill rail disaster. This
remains in terms of fatal casualties Britain's worst rail crash with 227
killed and in excess of 250 injured. The crash in May 1915 still causes
a conspiracy theory every now and then. What is clear is that delays
occurred in reaching the scene due to this requirement but whether
any more lives would have been saved is pure conjecture and with
hindsight might they have taken a steamer as well. But that would have
 left Carlisle without proper cover.
I remember talking, as a young fireman, to an old member of Sonning
Fire Brigade who told me of the delight they had driving through
Reading in Berkshire, the big town down the road, clanging the bell all
 the way through the main streets and getting to a fire knowing full
well Reading's fire engines were still tucked up in their fire station
because the Mayor or Councillors would not allow them outside the
Borough boundary. This happened a number of times.
It was during the Great War that the idea of controlling and mobilising
brigades was introduced to most of the country. A line of research being
 undertaken is to see how much the 'War effort' and requirements of a
massive new Ministry, the Ministry of Munitions, had in the decisions
taken regarding fire brigades. The Ministry's own fire inspection
department regularly commented on the availability or lack of available
fire fighting equipment or brigades local to one of their establishments.
Some were lucky and could expect an attendance quickly; other
factories might be lucky to get a manual or steamer within an hour.
One or two were so far away from any help that the inspectors in the
column relating to fires services just wrote 'none available' or 'too far to
 be of any use'.



Centenary of the Great War - Part V

Helping with a family history enquiry I was told that the family member
 had appeared before the local military tribunal in 1916 trying to get
exemption from serving in the armed forces due to being an important
employee on the farm where he worked. He was unsuccessful and was
ordered to serve in HM Forces. However looking at other military
tribunals it became apparent that a number of fire brigades applied
for exemption for firemen and especially fire engine drivers and not
always successfully. Amongst brigades who retained members for a
short time were Braintree, Caterham and Lingfield whilst at a tribunal in
 York, permission was given for a fireman to remain at home but the
council had to re-apply within three months. Birkenhead were not as
fortunate even though the fire brigade had virtually halved in size. During
 another tribunal meeting exemption was granted to a man in Folkestone
 but with the proviso that he joined his local brigade to make up the
numbers due to under staffing caused by the war. Later, munitions
tribunals also looked at exemptions as well especially for those moved
around the county to work in different factories. Tribunal reports can be
 a valuable source for those interested in their family trees during the
Great War period particularly if you can not locate any military records.

Centenary of the Great War - Part V1

Early in July 1916 several newspapers ran a story regarding Chesham
Fire Brigade in Buckinghamshire. The Brigade had been called to a blaze
 but were short handed due to the number of fireman recalled to the
colours or had been conscripted. They asked for assistance and received
 help from a stranger wearing a blue suit and cap who stood nearby
observing proceedings. He lent a hand and afterwards handed round
cigarettes and even brought beer for the firemen who were reported by
this time thirsty.
After some time the stranger was recognised as Mr Herbert Samuel who
 was spending the weekend in the area of Chesham. Herbert Samuel was
 in July 1916 the Home Secretary, having been promoted to the position
 in January 1916 within the Asquith government. Asquith's government
fell later that year and Samuel resigned as Home Secretary in December
 1916, not wishing apparently to serve with David Lloyd George.



Female firefighters in glasgow.
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