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Fires in Warboys from newspaper reports 1835-1996 

 

In the 19th century and earlier many villages throughout the country suffered fires, 

some of which were severe. The fires were mostly because of the thatched roofs 

which once on fire were difficult to put out. The long hooked poles which are still 

visible in Somersham were used to pull the burning thatch from the roof and help to 

prevent interior damage. 

The fires listed below have been culled from the papers, and may not be complete. 

 

In May 1835 Mary Ann Upchurch aged about 12 was charged with setting fire on 

Tuesday 5th May to her master’s house – The Cross Keys the house of Joseph 

Bedford– and some stacks of straw in the yard. On questioning she admitted her 

guilt – ‘the devil tempted me so I could not help it’. The fire in an arch over the 

chimney piece where part of a tobacco pipe was placed was quickly put out but a 

little while later there was another fire in a closet, which was also put out. Mr 

Stratton, a baker, who lived next door smelt smoke at about 9pm and asked what it 

was, and she said she was burning paper. Later around 11pm he was called to help 

put another fire out which was threatening the building.  Mrs Bedford asked if she 

was guilty and to admit it to save her neck, otherwise she would go to goal with 

Higgins who had been in the house the previous night. Mr G Ekins had asked her 

before the trial if she set the premises on fire and she said she did. He also asked if 

she set fire to a stack on Good Friday (17th April), which if it had not been put out 

would have ‘reduced the greater part of the village to ashes’. She admitted that also. 

The magistrates at Huntingdon Summer Assizes of 23 July consulted together and 

remanded Mary Ann Upchurch for further examination. It was thought that ‘a gang of 

desperados are mixed up in this mysterious affair’. Mary Ann Upchurch disappears 

from the census records. Reported in The Observer May 18, 1835, Stamford 

Mercury 22 May 1935 

 

In October 1835 (probably the 18th) the villagers of Warboys were alarmed to hear 
the cry of ‘FIRE’ on Sunday evening about 8 o’clock. A poor girl – Mizzledine 
(probably Mary) – ran out of a cottage with her clothes on fire among some thatched 
buildings and straw. The low thatch of the next cottage caught fire but was quickly 
put out, saving a worse conflagration. The poor girl, labelled an idiot, lingered in 
agony but died soon after. Mary Mizzledine was buried on 22nd October. Several 
years later one of the school teachers was a Mizzledine. Reported in Huntingdon, 
Bedford & Peterborough Gazette 24 October 1835 and in Northampton Mercury 24 
October 1835 
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1835The great fire of Warboys Tuesday 18 August 

For a while in August there was general concern about a clover stack that stood in a 
field close to the village, owned by farmer Mr Gifford. The clover had been a little 
damp when stacked by labourers of Mr Gifford and, with temperatures soaring during 
a mini heat wave, the stack had shown a tendency to self-ignite. Buckets of water 
had been placed nearby and fire watchers had been set to keep a careful eye on the 
stack, and raise the alarm and be first to tackle any fire. 
On Monday, after a weekend of continuous monitoring Mr Gifford decided to turn the 
whole stack and dampen down any of the clover that appeared dry. An overnight 
vigil was arranged. By midday on Tuesday 18th of August, the stack was smouldering 
menacingly and Mr Gifford decided to turn the clover yet again and dampen down 
where necessary. Men, women and children worked feverishly turning the crop, 
whilst others, carried water to douse down. Despite their efforts, at 1 30pm the stack 
ignited and a terrifying cry of 'Fire!' swept through the village. 
Gifford's Farm was situated ¼ mile to the west of Warboys village (the farm belonged 
to a Mr Ballantyne of London) and an easterly breeze meant that the whole of the 
village was in danger, since most houses had thatched roofs. Before long the house 
on the farm, barns and outbuildings were on fire. Mr Pope’s premises plus produce 
of 12 acres of corn were next to be destroyed, followed by Mr Thompson’s dwelling 
house and produce of 10 acres of wheat. Amazingly 5 stacks of corn 10 yards from 
Mr Gifford’s burning barn were spared. 
The Warboys fire tender had been on standby and was soon on the scene. However, 
it was quickly realised that the size of the engine was inadequate and horsemen 
were despatched to request the help of larger pumps at St Ives, Ramsey and 
Huntingdon.   
 By the time the larger pumps from St Ives and Ramsey arrived at the scene the fire 
was well established. However the pump from Huntingdon never did arrive and bad 
feelings between the two communities existed for many years thereafter. 
Flames licked at The Pelican Inn but ‘fire plaque insurance' (preferential treatment by 
fire fighters) and a fire resistant slate/tiled roof helped preserve the main structure. 
However the stables, constructed when The Pelican Inn was established as a 
coaching inn in the 1820s, were destroyed. Despite the efforts of landlady Sarah 
Rogers and her staff, many of the stabled horses perished. 
More fortunate were cattle and sheep stored in a brick built barn towards the back of 
the building, from where an employee at The Pelican, assisted by a small dog, 
managed to herd the animals to safety before the building was engulfed. 
 
Throughout that afternoon sparks drifted from thatch to thatch and crossed the road 
to the house of Mr Ekins, a collar maker.  From Mr Ekins house the fire reached the 
George public house which twice caught fire but was twice extinguished. The fire 
spread down George Lane and 10 cottages were destroyed with all furniture and 
clothing of the residents. Distraught shopkeepers dragged their stock from 
smouldering premises. Homeowners threw soaked sacking onto their houses, 
hopeful they might somehow be spared the flames. At its height the heat from the 
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fire was so intense it was said to be impossible to walk down even the centre of the 
street without burning oneself. 
Mr Ekins' brother Tom had just got a whole brew of beer out into the cooler, about 
100 gallons, when the fire broke out. The men who had been at work fighting the fire 
knew of the beer at Stoneleigh Brewery and Mr Tom Ekins offered no resistance 
when they refreshed themselves- Not a drop of the hundred gallons was left. ‘They 
were thirsty, hot, tired and had earned it' was all he said and he had to make another 
brew. 
 
 As dusk fell the combined efforts of three fire brigades and a work-weary community 
finally managed to regain some level of control in the village. With soot-blackened 
skin, smoke odour-ridden clothing and a combination of shock and exhaustion, men 
viewed the consequences of an uncontrolled urban fire which had covered some 5 
acres..  
The sky around Warboys glowed red from pockets of still burning crops which people 
struggled to put out. Locals later spoke of the eerie spectacle of the land all about for 
miles being so illuminated.     
The Rector of the church of St Mary Magdalene, the Reverend Finch toured the 
streets offering what comfort he could. Over 30 families, that had only 24 hours 
before were anticipating the good fortune of a good crop, were now, other than the 
clothing they wore were totally destitute. Mrs Rogers from the Pelican offered what 
accommodation she could as did others who had been spared total catastrophe. 
Make-shift beds were set up in the main bar. Property that residents had managed to 
remove was gathered and carried to The Cross, (an open piece of land where the 
clock tower was later to be constructed).                               
  
On Wednesday 19th August 1835 a meeting was held at the house of Mr G Ekins to 
consider what action to take. Reverend Finch chaired the meeting and, in addition to 
Mr G Ekins,  Mr J Harvey, Mr F Blake, Messrs T Ekins (senior and junior), and  Mr J 
W Chambers were elected to a committee. Their first resolution stated "that as a 
number of families were completely destitute of a home, those families would be 
temporarily provided for". 
 
Those losing property in the fire some of whom later made insurance claims from the 
Suffolk Fire Office  included: 
 Mr Gifford (where the fire had commenced): house, farm  buildings and crops; he 
was said to be insured for £2000 (£190K to £4M today depending on type of 
comparison). 
Mr Holland a good cart-hovel, a new cart and all farming implements; 
 Mr Middleton (blacksmith and grocer): house and grocers shop, 3 tenements behind 
the shop also destroyed; 
 John Pope (farmer): house, outbuildings, stacks  and 12 acres of corn destroyed; 
 Mr Bond and Mr Thompson: three tenements and all outbuildings and produce of 10 
acres of wheat; 
Mr Holmes house and outbuildings  
Mr Hodson and Mr Bolton: house and outbuildings; 
Mr Upchurch: house and out buildings together with a large quantity of wood and a 
turf stack; 
Mr Watson house and premises – nothing left but the walls 
Widow Howard and Mr Taylor two tenements 
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Widow Alfrey: house; 
Mr Whitehead (Schoolmaster): house and furniture and school; 
Joseph Day: house, shop and goods; 
Mr Child (shopkeeper), house and premises 
Messrs Noble: house and outbuilding completely destroyed together with a 
considerable quantity of wheat; 
Mrs Rogers (Pelican): stables and barns, the inn had a tiled roof; 
Mr Ekins (collar maker): house, shop and stock together with six tenements; 
Mr Irish (dissenting minister): furniture damaged but house saved, adjoining 
tenements destroyed. 
Mr Peake (glazier) shop and house destroyed 
 
Tuesday 18th August 1835 would be a day that Warboys would prefer to forget. 
 
The above has been Adapted From John Bell ‘The Pelican Warboys’ and from 
newspaper articles which were reported widely. In particular  the “Huntingdon, 
Bedford & Peterborough Gazette” of 22 August 1835  Also reported in the Leicester 
Journal 28 August 1835,Cardiff and Merthyr Guardian, Glamorgan, Monmouth, and 
Brecon Gazette 29 August 1835,Morning Advertiser 27 August 1835, Bury and 
Norwich Post 26 August 1835 and Sun (London) 26 August 1835. In the Huntingdon, 
Bedford & Peterborough Gazette there was a note from the people of Warboys 
thanking their neighbours for the assistance given and for the aid given by the fire 
engines from Ramsey and Somersham.  
 

Later Nathaniel Gifford published a note in the Huntingdon, Bedford & Peterborough 
Gazette 21 November 1835  as follows:- 

 

The Late Fire at Warboys 

As some evil disposed persons have reported it abroad that I, Nathaniel Gifford, was 

obstinate, and would not remove my clover stack, nor let anyone else: I hereby 

inform the public and the inhabitants of Warboys in particular, that the truth is, no 

one would lend their assistance nor give me any advice upon the subject, but I had 

taken every precaution that I thought necessary, and spared no expense, and at 

different times had many of my neighbours and friends to see and examine the 

same; and all agreed it was safe. As some prejudiced persons have sought to do me 

an injury with their falsehoods and deceit; the black tribe are now, in the opinion of 

every honest mind, fairly, I hope, defeated. 

 
1839 April The Warboys fire engine attended a large fire in Great White, Ramsey, 
but refused to do anything until remuneration for services was obtained. None was 
forthcoming so they left without helping. This was considered very bad since the 
Ramsey engine had helped in the 1835 fire in Warboys.  
Reported in the Huntingdon, Bedford & Peterborough Gazette 13 April 1839 
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1841 12th August . A fire occurred in Warboys on Thursday morning consuming a 
baker’s house, hovels and a stack of hay. No location given. 
Reported in the” Cambridge General Advertiser” 18 August 1841 
 

1846 Thursday 16th  July Fire raging at 11 am at the Brewhouse of Mr Moulding 

spread to 2 hay stacks and an outbuilding  Fears of another great fire. Neighbours 

quickly stopped the fire from spreading.  

Reported in the Bedford Mercury, Huntingdon Express 18 July 1846 

 
1850 Tuesday 3rd or Monday 2nd September Large farmhouse (cottage) at the top 
of the village, near the windmill, was reduced to ashes plus hay and straw set off by 
children playing with ‘lucifer’ matches. Twenty one cottages burnt down and the 
inhabitants were sheltered in the church. The fire engines from Ramsey and St Ives 
were quickly on the  site but were unable to check the fury of the fire.  
Reported in “Windsor and Eton Express” 7 September 1850 and in the “Bury and 
Norwich Post” 11 September 1850 and in the Observer of September 9th 1850 
 
 

1855 On Friday 13th April in Old Hurst a hovel at the back of Mr Behagg’s house, 
miller, was set on fire, but discovered immediately and extinguished. At Fenton fire 
broke out at the premises of Mr Quince and seven or eight families lost their homes 
and furniture. The fire was believed to have started in a straw stack.  A barn full of 
barley and all other farm buildings were destroyed by fire in Old Hurst belonging to 
Mr Deeks.    
Reported in Stamford Mercury 27 April 1855 and the Suffolk Chronicle; or Weekly 
General Advertiser & County Express. 28 April 1855 
 

 

1862  Friday 7th March Fire started in some cottages – Old Grange House farm - 
belonging to Mr Curtis, grocer (near Cock Inn?). Occupied by PC Petchley , messrs 
Woolstenholmes and Moules. Potential revenge because PC had ‘done’ some 
outlaws. The fire spread to farm buildings belonging to Mr Foster of Cambridge 
occupied by Mr Fletcher, brewer, and 4 mares, a cow and 2 sows were lost. At court 
Wm Moule 33 bird stuffer, was accused of setting fire. Bailed £200 plus two sureties 
of £100 each. At court petty sessions he was charged with setting fire to Old Grange 
farm house belonging to Henry Curtis, with tenants Edward Petchey and William 
Moule (the prisoner), and sublet to John Woolstenholme. A granary, stable, cart 
hovel and cow house occupied by prisoner, a turf house occupied by PC and a barn 
were burnt. George Fletcher brewer and farmer had 2 barns, 2 stables, cart shed, 
plough house, horse hovel, straw stack, hay stack, 5 horses a cow and 2 pigs burnt. 
Premises belonged to Mr Foster of Cambridge.  Premises near the Rose and Crown 
also burnt. The PC got home at 1.30am and went to bed at 2. His wife awoke him 
and he saw the granary alight and the flames caught the thatch. He took his 2 
children and wife and escaped the house. He said he had seen the prisoner putting 
straw into the granary and had previously urged him to get insurance because he 
had sent 2 men to jail – Watson and Behagg and they might set fire when they got 
out. Various people were witneses – Henry Mitchell miller, Mitchell Richardson, John 
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Dockerill carpenter, Elizabeth Woolstenholmes wife of John Woolstenholmes. There 
was a long tale of insurance inventories etc. Bailed £200 plus 2x £100 as above. 
Reported in the Cambridge Independent Press 15th and in Huntingdonshire Gazette 
22nd March 1862 
 
1867  Saturday 14th December. Fire broke out on farm of Thomas Ekins on 
Warboys Fen (four miles from the village) destroying the homestead, foreman’s 
cottage, straw and corn. Suggested that it started from a spark from the engine used 
for chaff cutting. The jack straw destroyed but the drum and engine were not 
destroyed. Mr Ekins was insured in the Yorkshire and Sun Fire Offices. 
Reported in the “Cambridge Independent Press” 21 December 1867 
 

1869 Wednesday 25 August . Fire broke out in the shed at the farm of Ebenezer 
Watson of Mill End/Little End destroying 12 cottages plus damage to others, some 
outbuildings, wheat and straw and farm implements. The parish engine led by 
Edward King prevented the further spread. Part of the property belonged to J 
Moulds, the other to Martha Ekins. The following were burnt out – Ebenezer Watson, 
Wm Bateman, Charles Baxter, John Burbridge, John Bates, William Millard, John 
Arbon, Mary Ann Harvey, Mary Moulds, John Bedford and Richardson Huggins. 
Most of their goods and chattels were saved by neighbours.  
Reported in “Cambridge Independent Press” 28 August 1869 
 

1877 Friday 6th June A fire broke out at about 1am in cottages in Popes Lane 
property of Thomas Ekins. The parish engine soon had it under control within an 
hour. Four cottages and some outbuildings were destroyed. There was no wind so 
there was no spread to closeby thatched buildings and barn. The following were 
burnt out – Roger Dockerill, William Amps, Charles Baxter and Mrs Thaxter. 
Reported in the “Cambridge Independent Press” 16 June 1877 
 

1882 Friday 1st December Two cottages built of wood and reeds on Warboys Fen 
were destroyed by fire, belonging to A H Ingle of Upwood and occupied by Joseph 
Behagg and John Robinson. The fire was possibly caused by a turf fire in an oven 
and a spark may have ignited the thatch of the pigsty adjacent to house. Joseph 
Behagg lost all his furniture.  
Reported in the Cambridge Independent Press and University Herald 9th December 
1882 
 
1883 April. A large fire south of Ramsey attracted the people of Bury Road who 
discovered the fire was in Turf Fen, Warboys where a large quantity of rubbish and 
rushes had been set on fire. The report suggested that Sunday evening was 
innapropriate for a bonfire.  
Reported in the “Cambridge Independent Press” 28 April 1883 
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1884  Friday 22 or 29 August . A stack of hay belonging to Mr Wadsworth of 
Warboys Fen took fire from overheating. The fire was confined to the stack with a 
loss of about £45.  
Reported in the “Cambridge Independent Press” 30 August 1884 
 

1884 September Friday 12th or 19th. The Carpenters Arms on Heath Drove (Road) 
was destroyed by fire. It was occupied by David Wyatt and owned by Thomas 
Piggott. David Wyatt’s six year old son George found a match, struck it and set fire to 
some loose straw which then set the house on fire. No water was available and only 
some furniture was saved. 
Reported in the Cambridge Independent Press 20 September 1884 
 
1898  July The Warboys fire brigade was formed and was progressing with their 
drills. The brigade comprised the following :-  captain was WM Richards,  lieutenant 
L Longland, engineer J Piggott, firemen F Custance, R Moore, E Brand jr, Walter 
Brown, William Brown jr, W Noble, J Dockerill, T How, G Rignall, and F Hyde. The 
call boys were Herbert and Edgar Woolstenholmes. The committee of management 
were GL Ekins, S Saunders (parish councillors), WM Richards, L Longland, and J 
Piggott. The fire station was in the High Street.  
Reported in the “Peterborough Advertiser” 16 July 1898 
 

  

1898 August 25 . A straw stack in Mr G How’s close was found alight. It was near 
the Manor Farm of Mr G L Ekins causing alarm. No wind, and volunteers put water 
on and removed loose material between the stack and farm. The engine arrived but 
took time to get going, resulting in a message that they need to secure promptitude 
in an emergency. 
Reported in the “Peterborough Advertiser” 30 April 1898 
 

1900 Wednesday 25 September. With reporting on 29 Sept in Hunts Post.  Three 
boys playing with matches in a stackyard near Mr Meadows house (behind the 
Weslyean chapel  - now Methodist) the straw caught fire and spread to new wheat 
and straw, the farmhouse and buildings, and a strong NW wind fanned the flames to 
two other farmsteads (Mr Reeds house fronting the road) which burnt out. Horses 
were saved but cattle, pigs and hundreds of chickens perished. The sparks set fire to 
the thatch of some cottages in the High Street and a whole row soon ablaze, 
spreading to the opposite side. The Cock Inn (on site of 59 High Street) was involved 
as was the Ship Inn (on site of 1 Forge Way) A brewery and cycle store were burnt 
out and there was a large explosion of a large quantity of gunpowder in the store , 
the firemen being blown off their feet. 16 cottages destroyed and 60 people 
homeless. Four fire engines attended.  
Reported in the South Wales Echo 26 September 1900,  the Gloucester Citizen 26 
September 1900,  Cambridge Daily News 27 September 1900 and the Northants 
Evening Telegraph 27 September 1900 
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1911 Friday 13 October. Fire broke out at around 7.15pm at premises of Mr G Hill, 
grocer and butcher. A lamp was the cause but the Warboys Fire Brigade kept it to 
the roof of the shop. 
Reported in the Peterborough Advertiser Saturday October 14 1911 
 
 
1924 Wednesday 12 March. A house, two small cottages, brewery buildings and 
farm premises destroyed by fire. Strong wind fanned flames from Mr Baldock’s 
house spread to Mr Dorrington and Mr Alpress the carpenter place.  
Reported in the Western Morning News 13 March 1924 
 

1935 June. Fire at a granary on Longlands Farm, Fenton. Quickly put out by fire 

brigade. 

1935 November Fire at Turf Fen,  cottage destroyed. 

1955 19 February. Timber buildings 150ft x50ft in Puddock Drove were severly 
damaged by fire. The buildings owned by A Robinson contained agricultural 
implements and corn and seed potatoes. Fire engines from Ramsey and Huntingdon 
spent 6 hours in bad weather.  
Reported in the Peterborough Advertiser 22 February 1955 
 

1996 Monday 5th February.  The White Hart pub was severely damaged by fire 

which tore through the thatched roof. The fire was spotted about 4pm and 37 

firefighters tackled the blaze. The next day the investigators from the police and fire 

services found the thatched roof was destroyed, exposing the charred remains of the 

timbers, and the serious damage caused to the rooms below. The landlord, Maurice 

Peters, had a collection of rare and exotic birds but these were rescued from the 

aviary at the back of the building. 
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