
Kempston Mill 
Saturday - Sunday 17th -18th May 1969 

 
I had not joined the fire service at the time of this incident at Kempston Mill; I was 
busy at the hospital and engaged in my hobby of photography. For interest and as I 
attended this fire I thought it best to include in this paper. Sub Offiser Chum Lazenby 
had been kind enough to grant permission for me to stay overnight on station at 
Barkers Lane on Saturday the 17th May 1969 My father in law Joe Housden loaned 
me his car overnight so that in the event of a call I would be able to follow the 
appliance to its destination, and hopefully bag a few good photographs. It was a very 
quiet evening at the fire station; I joined the watch at 1800 and spent the evening on a 
learning tour and photographing most of the activities that were of interest. The watch 
were very helpful in every way. 
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At around 2230 we all turned in to bed I slept in the dormitory with the duty watch 
and had a good nights sleep, then woken at 0730 with a cup of tea I was slightly 
disappointed there had been no calls during the night. After washing and taking up the 
bedding it was time for breakfast at about 0730, and a good breakfast it was. As I 
walked around the station taking the odd photograph I was a little disappointed that 
we had received no calls at all and at 0900 I would be returning home with no story or 
a photograph. At 0826 Britannia Road Fire Control received the first of several calls 
to “Kempston Mill King William Road Kempston”.  
 
The call was recorded as Kempston phone number 2459. The station alarm at Bedford 
was operated at 0827 the water tender and turntable ladder were ordered on; I ran to 
the car waiting in the car park and fell in behind the water tender as it pulled out of 



the fire station, the turntable ladder pulled out behind me. I did not get the complete 
message therefore it was important that I drove so as not to lose sight of the pump in  
Front of me. The time was 0828; we drove out of Barkers Lane and a left turn then a 
right turn onto the Bedford Embankment, at the end a left turn and across the town 
bridge and a right turn towards Kempston. As we approached Kempston Sub Officer 
Lazenby radioed to control that a large pall of smoke could be seen up ahead of us, 
the time was 0832.  At 0834 Sub Officer Lazenby booked in attendance and 
immediately sent an assistance message, “Make pumps five.”  I pulled in and parked, 
then managed to get a good range of photographs. The firemen immediately set to 

work; running out hoses and 
finding water supplies.  
Fortunately an unlimited 
amount of water was close by 
this came from the River 
Ouse, light portable pumps 
were soon set in. It was a large 
fire and it had to be brought 
under control as quickly as 
possible; help was on the way. �
At 0837 the Kempston pump 
arrived with Sub Officer 
Barker, at 0842 Station 
Officer Nichols booked in 
attendance, at 0848 A.D.O. 
Newman and D.O. Drought. 
Assistance soon arrived from 
Ampthill, Sandy, and 
Shefford.  

 
An informative message was sent by A.D.O. Newman at 0850, “Mill building well 
alight, five jets in use, electricity authorities required, ground monitor required, no 
surrounding risks.”  At 0858 a further informative was sent from D.O. Drought. 
“Whole of mill building involved in fire,�eight jets in use.” The Firemen were doing a 
good job; unfortunately whatever the final outcome it was a loosing battle as the fire 
was so well advanced on arrival, little if anything would be saved. At 0954 a stop 
message was sent by Divisional Officer Ron Drought,  
 
“A three story mill building and single story buildings severely damaged by fire, other 
single story buildings with slight damage”.  At 1102 water jets were reduced to five. It 
was nearly lunchtime the Bedford crew had been relived I decided to go home have 
some food and get to work in the darkroom. By 1600 that Sunday I had some good 
prints, at 1800 I returned to Bedford Fire Station to show those photographs as I was 
so pleased with the results. It was always my ambition to write up the above story. It’s 
now nearly 2008 and I have just got around to recording the above events some 38 
years later. The Photographs which in spite of spending all those years in my loft have 
turned out rather well. 
 



 
 

A brief History of Kempston Mill 
 
 
 
In 1553 King Edward VI granted Elstow Abbey lands which included Kempston mill to Sir 
Humphrey Radclyff The next mention of the mill is in 1636 when a nine year lease was 
granted by Edward Cater, Lord of the Manor of Kempston Hastingsbury, to Ralfe Hooton.  
 
This lease is interesting as it shows both that the mill was now part of the Manor of 
Hastingsbury and that there were four mills (in other words four sets of mill stones) under the  
 
One roof at Kempston at the time, one of which was referred to as a wallower, a term for a 
wheel driven by a gear wheel mounted onto the main water wheel 
 
In 1801 the mill still formed part of the Manor of Kempston Hastingsbury because it 
formed part of a conveyance of the manor by the three daughters of John Kendall 
Cater to William Long, the Bedford brewer A year later the mill passed out of the 
manor when Sir William Long sold it, along with the adjoining pest house and land to 
James White;  
 
White was clearly the tenant when long purchased the mill as a stone found in the 
Mill House is inscribed JW: 1801 indicating the date at which alterations were made. 
The obituary of Edwin Ransom reveals that his father Joshua Ransom purchased the 
mill in 1838 from James Warth but did not live there until 1859, employing Thomas 
Corder as bailiff and miller Joshua Ransom built the Mill House to live in but died 
four years later in 1863 and Edwin took over the mill, taking a partner, George Horn 
of Clophill, in 1868. Ransom retired in 1882 and Horn carried on alone until his death 
in 1899. In 1913 the owner was Whorl who leased it to George Horn (Kempston) 
Limited for £225 per annum  as indicated by a valuation of the mill carried out in 
order for a mortgage to be taken out At this time the mill was valued at £7,000. 
Subsequent valuations in the next few years showed that business improved and the 



value rose. The accompanying papers refer to the possibility of a sale but this had, 
seemingly, not occurred by the time the papers end in 1917.  
 
The mill worked throughout World War One as indicated by a list drawn up by the 
War Agricultural Emergency Committee and into the 1960s but in 1968 the mill was 
closed. The premises then became devoted to an engineering business reconditioning 
old milling machinery. On Sunday 18 May 1969 it burned down whilst its owner John 
Clover (presumably a relative of the occupant of the Old Mill House in 1913) was 
away in Bilbao All that now remains is the ground floor stonework and the 
waterwheel pit and sluice gear, in 1980 a new sluice was built across the river, 
diverting the channel away from the site of the mill, meaning that the pit is now dry. 
The area of the mill has now been developed as a residential estate.  
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