




 
 
 

Introduction 
          
The following pages contain a short history to Commemorate  fifty  years of fire fighting from 
The Mounts Fire Station. spanning five decades from 1935 to 1985.          
  It is an insight into the growth of a new exciting era to an established fifty year old landmark of 
Northampton. 
          
  A story of a building which graces the skyline, easily identified by strangers travelling over 
The Mounts and pointed out with pride by  the local people. 
          
The photographs and extracts shown are from the  D. E. Wilson  “Northampton Against Fire” 
collection. 
          
                                                          
                                                                                                                                                   
                             D.E.WILSON 
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Northampton Against Fire 

On September 20th 1675, Northampton was struck by a disaster which  destroyed a large part 

of the town. A fire which was accidentally started on the west side of the town quickly spread in 
an easterly direction consuming everything combustible in its path. 
    At this time, most of the properties were of timber construction, many  having thatched roofs 
and, as the buildings were so close together separated only by narrow alleyways, there were 
very few natural breaks to prevent the fire from spreading. Even the Market Square was stacked 
high with timber and materials for the building of a new Courthouse. 
    With autumn in the air, the local townsfolk and businessmen were stocking up with goods and 
necessities to see them through the winter, Once the fire gathered momentum, fanned by a 
strong west wind, there was nothing to stop it until it burnt itself out. When the costs were 
counted, the damage was estimated at £150,000(1) and about 600 houses were destroyed, leav-
ing nearly 700 families homeless.  Only 8 people died in the disaster (2)   and it is amazing that 
so few lost their lives considering the speed and ferocity’ of the Lire. However nearly three-
quarters of the town was destroyed in the blaze, for, as the fire ran its destructive course, the 
people were so taken by surprise that very little firefighting was undertaken. 

There were various types of equipment available in the 17th century which, if compared to 
today's technical standards, appear very primitive. Besides the fire engine, ladders, buckets, fire 
hooks, scoops or shovels and even gunpowder was used. 

The ladders were of a single extension only, to reach the fire and to effect rescues. Fire buck-
ets were a very essential part of fire fighting at the time, and as water often had to he carried for 
some distance to the fire. human chains were formed and the buckets passed from hand to hand 
along the line to the burning building. The early type of fire bucket was constructed of riveted 
leather,   

 
(1) Kelly's Directory of Northamptonshire. 1910  page  151.  
(2)          The Fire of Northampton by Northampton Public Library,  pages 18 and 23.. 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
The early type of fire bucket was constructed of riveted leather,  shaped wide at the bottom and 
narrow at the top. The narrow neck was designed especially to prevent water being lost by spill-
age over the rim of the bucket as it. was passed from hand to hand on its way to the fire. Many 
fire buckets quite often had the initials of the owner painted on them and many were kept in 
prominent places in the town such as All Saints Church, until 1619 when according to the 
Northampton Borough Records (3),  a clause was passed in favour of them being placed in the 
Parish Church of each bucket owner. A fine example of fire buckets and other early fire fighting 
equipment can be seen In the Leather Museum in Bridge Street. and in the Abington Park Mu-
seum. Northampton. 

Fire hooks were constructed of long heavy poles made of wood, varying in length from 
twenty to thirty five feet. An iron hook was attached to one end, bolted or bound with iron straps 
to the pole. An iron loop was fixed to the pole at the base of the hook, through which was passed 
a strong rope or chain, the poles were then raised  to allow the hook to fail over the ridge of a 
building. By the use of manpower pulling or dragging on the ropes, or horses attached to the 
chains for greater strength, the building could be pulled down, thus creating a fire break to pre-
vent the fire from spreading. Brooms were handy and could be used for beating out the flames, 
axes were a useful implement for cutting away burning areas and helping create fire breaks. The 
scoops or shovels available could be used for throwing earth or mud onto the fire, or to remove 
burning debris. On a few occasions gunpowder proved to be very effective for demolishing a 
building or buildings down wind of the fire, which would again create a fire break and check the 
travel of the flames. What appeared to be a large garden syringe about two feet long was in fact 
a fire squirt. These squirts were capable of holding about half a gallon 2.5 litres of water and 
when aimed at the fire the jet gave it a limited striking range, but the squirt needed to be fre-
quently refilled. Later fire squirts were mounted on maneuverable metal frames which had a 
built-in reservoir. Once these were filled and primed and the reservoirs kept full, the jet would 
be continuous although intermittent due to the single-action valve assembly. 

Fire engines of that period were capable of holding a few gallons of water by means of a tank 
or trough at one or either end of the engine. By pumping a pair of levers/handles set on either 
side of the machine, the water could he pumped from the reservoir, through a 

 
 
(3) Records of Northampton Borough, Volume II, Book No.3425210 by F. C. Cox. 
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branchpipe and nozzle fixed to the top of the appliance, and directed onto the fire. However. in 
the case of the great fire of Northampton, any attempt at fire fighting proved negative, for the 
flames spread so quickly that even if buildings were demolished to slow its path of destruction. 
it made little impression on the inferno. 
“Nothing less than the opening of windows in Heaven could have  quenched the rage” (4) and it 
can be wisely’ said that “Had it rained all day the town might have been saved” (5). 
         As with any disaster, a common bond was formed amongst the townsfolk and the more 
fortunate people took some of the poor   families into their homes until relief came from sources 
outside the  town. 
         Fortunately, the Guildhall of Northampton was spared from the great fire, and it was here 
that, on September 27th 1675. the assembly met and a committee for the relief of the distressed 
was set up to provide wooden shelters for the poor. Some of the more enterprising tradesmen set 
up timber sheds to serve as shops until more permanent arrangements could be made. However, 
on October 15th, the assembly agreed ‘‘that all sheds built in the body of this towne be covered 
slatt tvle or bords, and none be suffered to be covered with straw” (6).  
         A lesson had been learnt at some considerable Cost and early fire prevention was now to 
he practised, 
In November 1675. the Earl of Northampton. who as Recorder of  the Borough at the time, ob-
tained an Act of Parliament “For the better and more easier rebuilding the town of Northamp-
ton’’ (7).  
A Court of judicature was formed to see that all the houses were rebuilt in accordance with the 
new regulations, which included the abolishing of thatched roofs, The Court also decided on 
compensation for ground which was to be taken tip for the widening of the new streets, and set-
tled any disputes that arose  regarding boundaries. 
£150,000 had to he raised for the rebuilding programme and money poured into the town from 
many sources. King Charles II  supplied one thousand tons of timber from Whittlebury and Sal-
cey,  which were both Royal forests and also returned seven years   chimney tax levied on chim-
neys from 1662 until 1689, The chimney  money was also known as the hearth tax, and all resi-
dents were  required to pay two shillings per hearth, unless they were in receipt of poor relief or 
lived in houses worth less than twenty shillings per  annum. The Parish constable compiled a list 
of householders and numbers of hearths, and this was given to the justices of the Peace at 
Michaelmas and Lady Days (8) 
 
 
     
      
(4-5) The Fire of Northampton, Northampton Public Library Page 9. 
(6)    Records of Northampton Borough. Volume  2, by J. C. Cox. page 245. 
(7)    Records of Northampton Borough. Volume  2. by J. C. Cox, page 246. 
(8)    The Local historians encyclopaedia, page 68, by John Richardson    



A 17th century fire engine restored and maintained by Daventry firemen                    
 
  
 



A further £25,000 was raised by subscription and money was voluntarily contributed by many 
worthy benefactors ranging from the landed gentry to places as far as York City. Every penny 
was welcomed, from the two pounds donated by Yardlev Gobion, to the five thousand pounds  
Approximately from London City. It is interesting to note that even Oxford University supplied 
four hundred and fifty pounds. A full table of the, benefactors can be seen in the Northampton 
Borough records. 
         And so the new town began to rise from the ashes. A plaque to commemorate the first 
houses to be rebuilt after the fire can be seen  just below the eaves between the two windows on 
number one Abington Street. 
           A map (9,10) dated 1610, by John Speed. shows Northampton as it was before the great 
fire and this can be compared with the map of 1746 by Messrs. Noble and Butlin, which shows 
the town after the   rebuilding, with the main streets leading from All Saints Church now wide 
and spacious. 
           Daniel Defoe was so impressed with the splendour of the new   town, on his tour of Great 
Britain in 1738, that he wrote ‘‘I now come to Northampton, the handsomest town in all this 
part of England,  but here. as at Warwick the beauty of it is owing to its disaster”. (10a)   
 
 
       
 
 
 
(9&10)       Northampton Public Libraries. 
(10a)          Defoe’s Tour Trough Great Britain, pages 363, 364.  Ref’ Northampton  Library.          



Fire Marks 
 

During the following twenty years, very little progress was made  in organizing the fight against 
fire. People had little or no protection when fire befell them and in general had to fend for them-
selves. Those who could afford it paid the fire insurance but the claims to the companies for fire 
damage were considerable, due to lack of sufficient fire fighting equipment and the construction 
of the buildings. 
         Towards the end of the 1600’s, the insurance companies began to realise how costly fire 
damage was becoming and set about the serious business of forming their own defences against 
fire. They began to form their own private brigades, employing between 15 and 30 men each. 
Equipment was supplied, consisting of buckets, hatchets, fire hooks and at least one engine. The 
firemen were dressed in the livery of their company’s own design and colour, with the company 
insignia on the arm of the fire tunic, as seen in the photograph. The fire insurance companies 
provided an acceptable way of forming an insurance contract between the company and client, 
by the use of fire marks which varied in shape and size. The majority were brightly coloured, 
either in red or gold on a black or dark blue background. Each mark bore the company’s insignia 
and these were displayed on a building between the first and ground floor window to signify that 
the property was insured by them and thus enabling the company’s fire brigade to recognise 
their own insignia as their risk, allowing them the right of entry to fight the fire and salvage the 
contents and property where the need arose. 
         Another of the purposes served by marking insured buildings with these fire marks was to 
prevent fraud, as up to the early 19th century house numbering and Street naming was uncom-
mon, particularly in outlying districts. A fire mark prevented companies from being cheated, as 
one company” The Friendly Society stated in a 1684 regulation ‘To prevent any fraud in getting 
any policy by indirect means after a house is burnt, no house is to be deemed a safe house till 
the mark hath been actually fixed thereon’’. They also helped to guard against looting and van-
dalism and it is a recorded fact that in 1780 Lord George Gordon led the mob which marched on 
the Houses of Parliament for the repeal of the Catholic Relief Act.  
          
                                          
          



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
The march degenerated into the week long destructive Gordon Riots but the mobs left prop-
erties bearing fire marks generally undamaged for fear of reprisals from the insurers. One of 
the. earliest known fire marks was a picture of a phoenix rising from the flames. The com-
pany was formed in 1680 by Nicholas Barbon and was called the Fire Office or Insurance 
Office. 
 The Phoenix mark could be seen on the Shipmans Hotel in the Drapery, Northampton until 
1982 when it was removed as the building was being renovated, There is also evidence of the 
following prominent fire marks which exist in Northampton today. 

The Sun fire mark is still in existence locally. According to the Guildhall Museum. London, 
the policy registers are missing, but from the number under the fire mark it can be established 
that it was issued in the first half of 1784. possibly to the land owner, at that time was John 
Harvey Thursbv. Junior. 

 
 
 

The Pheonix, 
Sun and County  Fire Marks which can 
be seen locally 


