
No Drink at the Dew Drop 
 

The Dew Drop public house is situated in Britannia Road Bedford, it’s been there 

since Victorian times, and long may it remain. It was decided on Wednesday 4
th

 of 

November 1970 that we, the retained crew of the Britannia Road Fire Station would 

meet at 1900 on Thursday 5
th

 of November for a drink, and thus enjoy each others 

company, the other reason? Because it would be likely that being bonfire night we 

would be called, we were, the Dew Drop public house was situated opposite the fire 

station a very handy location.  At this time professional firemen had moved into new 

housing in Kempston this was before the new station had been completed, they were 

also on call.  

The time was 1934 the first 999 call was received by Fire Service control, our radio 

alerter were operated a few seconds later; we left the pub in great haste. The call was 

to “Thatch Cottage Fire Elstow Green.” Sub officer Fuller booked mobile with the 

water tender ladder and Fm. Osborne with the water carrier from Bedford Fire Station 

at 1937. We booked mobile with Sub Officer Hood in charge at 1938 with water 

tender.                                

 

We were soon aboard and away, first down Ampthill Road then over Cow Bridge and 

then left into Elstow, as we turned right into Elstow Green I could see a small flame at 

the right gable end of the row four thatch cottages. We booked in at 1941; little did we 

know it was going to be a long and difficult night. Four cottages were destroyed by 

the fire and 10 people were made homeless, it was indeed a night of drama and 

danger, heartbreak and despair.  And even amongst this tragedy there were situations 

that arose that sometimes caused a smile and there was a spirit of goodwill that 

prevailed throughout that long night. At 1942 an informative message was sent by 
A.D.O. Nichols. “Informative,” “Roof of thatch cottage alight” then at 1957 an assistance 
message was sent by A.D.O. Nichols, “Make pumps three”  

 

The Bedford crew had a hose reel out they were pitching a ladder to the roof. We 

were ordered to pitch a ladder a few yards along to the left of the fire and pull back 

the wire mesh that covered the entire length, we used garden sheers to cut the wire, 

then a stack drag to pull off a portion of thatch thus making a fire break between the 

progressing fire and the rest of the thatched roof.  Fireman Sam Kingston was just 

above me on the roof dragging the thatch off we were and both on the same ladder, I 

was working the hose as flame became visible I put it out. It should be remembered 

that thatch roofs are meant to keep water out, keep the house warm in winter, and cool 

in the summer. At 2016 a further assistance message was sent by Divisional Officer 
Kinersley, “Make water tenders four.”  
 

Suddenly the flames broke through right in front of Sams face, he took a step down 

“Sam you are on my hand” I shouted, “what,” “get off my blinking hand you twit,” he 

did. (Later we laughed about that.) I had the hose and I had to protect him so he got a 

soaking, as did the fire.   We now had reinforcements arriving and they were soon 

deployed inside the cottages, their job was to cut away the plaster under the thatch and 

fight the fire from the inside. 

 

 

 



 

At 2132 The Chief Fire Officer arrived and took command of the of the fire ground. 

At 2148 The C.F.O. sent an informative message, “A range of two storey terraced 
thatched cottages approximately 100 Ft. By 20 Ft. Ground and first floor well light, six 
jets, two hose reels, and pulling apart in progress.” 
 

Slowly the fire was winning, but it is in the fireman’s nature that even under the most 

difficult situations never to give up. Soon it was my turn to go inside and join a team 

of firemen in the roof space. We had spent a difficult hour inside with burning thatch, 

dust, and embers falling around us. Fred Fox from Bedford Fire Station came upstairs, 

Fred turned to me, “Mick, this is getting dangerous you must all get out,” I knew Fred 

quite well and I trusted his judgment.  He was right; the roof was starting to collapse; 

I set off downstairs, part 

of the roof started 

falling and I got out 

through a front door, 

then behind me more of 

the roof and downstairs 

ceiling collapsed. Fred 

never quite made it, he 

was trapped below the 

waist with a smoldering 

wooden beam and parts 

of the ceiling on his legs 

Fred could feel his 

lower limbs burning.  

 

The Cold Light of Day, 
Friday 6th November 

 

As he called for help, my self and others went straight back in and managed to drag 

him out to safety.  

The time was approximately 2240; The C.F.O. Sent a message at 2243 to inform 
Control that Fm. Fox had been injured. At 2340 the stop message was sent by the third 
officer S.D.O. John Broader. 
 

The fight continued everybody that could, lent a hand. Our next important job was to 

salvage as much of the residence property as possible. This too was a difficult task 

especially from the upstairs bedrooms. It seemed to me that some of the furniture 

must have been taken upstairs in pieces and assembled in the room, as no matter how 

we tried some items would just not come down those narrow stairs. We removed 

whatever was possible and left the rest. We then started moving everything we could 

from the ground floor rooms. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



                               
I found a large goldfish tank and although the water in the bowl was quite warm with 

soot and ash floating around. he goldfish were still alive and swimming around. We 

carefully carried them out and set them down on a table. The night wore on, locals 

were so kind to the firemen, and 

many brought refreshments in the 

form of biscuits tea and sandwiches, 

both to the fire-fighters and those that 

were being made homeless.   

 

 

Left, Mr. Mrs. R. Toms Survey the 
Damage 
0830 Friday 6th November 1970. 
Photo’s: Bedfordshire Newspapers 
 

 

It would appear that the culprit that 

started this disaster was a stray rocket 

from a near by fireworks party. In the 

village there was also a lot of speculation as to who let the rocket off. It was a cool 

damp morning and as dawn broke we could all see the horror of this fire and its 

consequences. It was now our turn to be relived and other crews took over. After 

cleaning our kit and other items we retired home to bed. 

The cottages were thought to be 500 years old, and to think that John Bunyan 

probably knew them well. 

The people made homeless were Mrs. M. Bartram, age 66 of No. 211.  Mr. and Mrs. 

J. Keep and daughter Lynda, of No. 212. Mr. and Mrs. W. Thompson, and their two 

children Timothy age 3, and five month old Sally Ann of No. 213 and Mr. and Mrs. 

Ron Toms of 214. 

The cottages were owned by the Whitbread family, (Brewers) they offered temporary 

accommodation to those made homeless. Mrs. Bartram’s late husbands First World 

War medals were found and returned. Within a few days a fund was started by Elstow 

Parish Council and a house to house collection was made. 

 

Sub Officer Fuller was the officer in charge of the Bedford crew that arrived on the 

scene first; he was a professional fireman with experience in London. He was heard to 

say early in the evening, “We can handle this lads,” but by the early hours of the next 

morning it became obvious to all we had lost it.  

 

Thus he gained the name nickname “Thatch Fuller.” This name stayed with him until 

well after he retired from the fire service. What was left of the houses was later 

demolished. That shift for everybody was a very busy time including the Control Staff 

at Brittaina Road. They had many other fires to deal with that night, including another 

thatch roof at Wilstead. The Control staff on duty were: Lfm. B. Cockings, L.fwm. 

Una Barnes, Fco. B. Gerrard and Fm. W.Wills.  
 


