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Birchington Fire Brigade

A

fter the Great Fire of London in 1666 Nicholas
Barden opened his Fire Office "The Phoenix" to help
people insure against fire damage. The idea spread and
by the early eighteenth century several Insurance
Companies were involved in fire fighting. At first the fire
brigade consisted of small units with the Insurance
Companies providing basic equipment: leather buckets,
a squirt (a large syringe) and a long pole with a hook at
the end for pulling burning thatch from the roof.
Each company would place a
plaque with its own sign on an insured
house and although the fire fighting
units would attend houses without
such a plaque they made sure that
the owner would pay the cost before
tackling the blaze. There are a few of
these surviving in Birchington dating
Sun Insurance between 1765-1865, with the emblem
of the sun. Originally the Sun fire
Fire Mark
mark would have had a gilded face on
a blue background with the policy number in gold. On a
Sun policy dated 1804, covering the Seed Mill of James
Neame of Birchington, the policy number is 761999 but
this may have been renewed and not a new Policy.

Members of Birchington’s First Fire Brigade
outside “The Anchorage”, Alpha Road c.1902
By the 1880s Birchington had a Fire Brigade led
by Captain Ashton who also led the Westgate Brigade.
The horse drawn pump appeared to have been stored in
the garage of “The Anchorage”, a house in Alpha Road,
now the site of “Geoffrey Court”. One of the main
problems throughout the nineteenth century was the
availability of water as the main water supply for
residents came from the wells, so it was often necessary
to pump water from ponds or brooks. This was the case
of a fire at Dent de Lion where fire engines from
Margate and Birchington under Captain Ashton and
Broadstairs were all in attendance but had there been
sufficient water much more of the property would have
been saved.
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Firemen
in those days
were
all
volunteers who
were paid a
small
amount
when
they
attended a fire.
They
relied
heavily on help
from the police,
Birchington Fire Engine c. 1924
especially
in
removing valuable items from properties or stock and
machinery from farms. The helpers were paid 6d or 1/for their efforts. The engineer was always a full-time
fireman, who drove the engine, lit the boiler for a head
of steam and lived near the station
In around 1900 mains water was eventually laid
on in the village. The brigade campaigned for the
installation of fire hydrants, which succeeded in 1910.
The Brigade was called a Fire and Life Brigade as a
section of the firemen were also lifeboat-men. The old
Birchington brigade were a force to be reckoned with
when competing in the annual events staged between,
the most efficient volunteer fire fighting teams in the
county. They won many cups and were champions
several times, becoming all England champions in 1913.
The fire station was then at what is now the
Station Garage and in the same place there were liverery
stables kept by William Walker who also ran a horse
drawn bus service from Birchington to Margate.
On 13th December 1924 Birchington acquired a
new fire engine and two years later on 28th August 1926
there was a deputation from Birchington Fire Brigade
suggesting that the Parish Council should take over the
Brigade as a going concern. Up until then the Brigade
had been run as a voluntary organisation and the annual
amount for its normal upkeep was £80-£100 a year.
In 1925 the engine broke down when attending a
fire at Sarre, so had to be towed there and back to
Birchington. A whist drive was held at the Beresford
Hotel to fund its repair, the evening raised £30. On 22nd
September 1926, the council agreed to take over the
voluntary fire brigade and Major Powell-Cotton was
willing to let the tenancy of the Station for £6.10.0. per
year with the council paying for all repairs. In 1932 a
proposal for a new fire engine was estimated to cost
£705. The fire brigade was nationalised on 18th August
1941 under an Act of Parliament.
In 1942 D Division consisted of Margate Central,
Westonville Station Westgate, Westgate and Birchington.
In September 1941 St Nicholas was added.
Heather Letley
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THE BUNGALOW HOTEL

DARBY’S HOUSE

The Bungalow Hotel c. 1906
Darby’s House

B

uilt around 1880 it was originally called the
"Station Hotel" to attract those travelling by
train. The building was built of wooden sections,
constructed in prefabricated form in London and
then transported here by train. It was the only
completely single storey hotel in the county and
boasted 26 rooms.
A guest recalled his childhood visits here
when the "Beresford Hotel" was regarded as too
vulgar. He and his brother played on the beach in
their overcoats and scarves, trying to keep warm
as the wind seemed to howl in from Russia.
Sometimes belts of stray ammunition from USAAF
Thunderjets, based at Manston, flew over the
deserted area. Such memories of a chilly
springtime perhaps give a clear indication of why
the “Bungalow” went the way of the other two
hotels in Birchington as people went in search of
guaranteed sunshine abroad.
Trust House Forte had sold the hotel some
years previously to Miss Barbara Coleman and Mrs
Pamela Lesley-Davies. Many functions were held
by various local groups: the Dining Room was a
large light room with the pillars and framework
painted white to enhance this feeling.
It was eventually demolished in the mid1980s and Bierce Court flats were built on the site.
Heather Letley

Bungalow Hotel Entrance Lounge

F

rom the earliest days of Birchington’s history, houses
were simply known by their owner’s name. The
house that stood on the north west corner of Park Lane
from c. 1550 until 1920 was owned by the Darby family
for almost all its last 100 years, so has now become
known as “Darby’s House”. We can see its roof at the
top right corner of the ‘Village Sign’ watercolour
painting. See issue 44, page 1.
Sometime between c. 1590 and 1650, the ground
floor timbers needed repairing. With the advent of
cheaper bricks, the owners used these to replace the
ground floor walls and a brick chimney was inserted.
Not very long afterwards, the upper floor was also
rebuilt with bricks. This was possibly the time when the
thatched roof was replaced with Kent peg tiles. These
improvements helped reduce the risk of fire and lowered
fire insurance premiums.
All this information was
deduced from the old photos of the house. Our first
written evidence is dated 1769, during the reign of
George III, by which time it had been divided into two
dwellings. A lease was drawn up for Joseph Norwood
and Richard Alaby at this date.
By c. 1786 the property was held solely by
Thomas Wilson, who owned several other houses and
land in Birchington. He died in 1809 and in his will dated
1786, he left “Darby’s” to his wife, Jane. They had
three sons and three daughters. Thomas probably
provided for his sons from his other properties, but the
house on Park Lane corner was to go to his wife and
then their daughters. Two of them married and moved
out, but Mary stayed on (perhaps looking after her
mother?). Mary then married John Darby and continued
to live in the house until her death in c. 1883. They had
two daughters, Jane and Mary, neither of whom
married. All three remained in “Darby’s” House until old
John died in 1897.
By
then
the
property
was
showing its age
badly and when the
second sister died
in c. 1910, there
was
a
pressing
need to widen the
entrance to Park
Lane, which was Fountain Dedication Ceromony c. 1909
only wide enough
for a loaded hay wagon the squeeze through. We can
see “Darby’s” in the 1909 photo of the fountain
dedication ceremony; by about 1920 it was demolished.

KIDNAP of
HENRY (”BONJOUR”) CRISPE

W

hen Henry Crispe was kidnapped in the middle of
the night of July 18th 1657, from his bed at Quex
House by a group of 40 men, they used his own coach as
the ‘get-away’ vehicle.
A ransom of £3,000 was
demanded from his family, but Oliver Cromwell refused
to let Parliament sanction the transfer of this sum,
which, in present-day terms, would amount to almost
four million pounds (£3,742,683.38p). He was convinced
it was simply a ruse to raise money in support of Charles
II, while he waited in France and Flanders in the hopes of
regaining his throne.

Basrelievos of Kidnapping
Henry in Bed

Basrelievos of Kidnapping
Henry in Custody

According to an account written soon after the
time of the abduction, Henry was carried by his
kidnappers in an open boat across to Ostend and from
thence to Bruges. His wife and his nephew obtained
Henry’s permission to sell some of his land at Stonar,
near Sandwich, to help raise the vast sum. It was not
until mid March of 1658, that they were given permission
to hand over the money to the kidnappers. An account
in the Gentleman’s Magazine of 1809, which runs to over
1500 words, makes interesting reading and a copy of it is
held in the BHT Museum. It is accompanied by the
sketch of the old house as it stood in 1771.
When his family was
eventually allowed to hand
over the money, Henry was
brought back to Quex, where
he was able to show his
fellow villagers how he had
learnt something of the
foreign language he had
been surrounded by for eight
months. Unfortunately, the
only words he had grasped
were ‘Bonjour’, which he
used as his greeting to Basrelievos of Kidnapping
everyone he met thereafter Henry awaiting Release
and so became know as
‘Bonjour’ Crispe!
Jennie Burgess

A sketch of Quex c. 1771

THE POST OFFICE in
BIRCHINGTON
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T

he first known Post
Office in Birchington
was in the shop at the
end of Park Lane (c.
1880). The property still
stands there today, but
is now a private house.
Like most Post Offices in
those days – and many
in our own time – their
owners catered for a
wide clientele.
John
Pemble was a Grocer but
also specialised in Tea
and
Cheese,
besides
advertising himself as a
John Pemble
‘general
warehouseman’, so his stock could Grocer and Post Office c. 1880
cover almost anything he
and his customers wished. In tiny print at the foot of
his advert he included “china, glass, earthenware,
brooms, brushes, a ‘Choice’ assortment of iron & tin
ware, plus Huntley & Palmer’s Biscuits”!
The Post Office next moved to the Square - in the
right half of what is now Lloyd’s Bank. By 1900 it was
being run by Thomas Pointer. The photos we have of
this half of the building are slightly later (1910), when
John Brooks had taken over the premises.
Its next incarnation was the purpose-built Office
on the corner of Albion Road and the Square, opened in
c. 1903. Pointer also traded as a ‘Stationary & Fancy
Stores’, as well as his postal service. This remained
here until 24th March 1994 – almost 100 years. This
photo is probably c. 1950 and looks like a
Remembrance Day parade.

Second site of the Post Office
later became Brooks Tea Rooms
& Lloyds Bank

Third site of the
Post Office at junction of
Albion Road

The next incarnation of our Post Office has been
in the rear of Ferris’s Pharmacy at the far end of Station
Road. It has been serving us very well for the last 20
years, and the staff in both the Post Office and the shop
have been a joy to get know. But the Post Office is
now to be moved to the small Co-op, originally
Woolworth’s, in the centre of Station Road. This Post
Office (Number 5) will be opening soon, once building
problems are resolved. We have been promised longer
opening hours at its latest venue. This photo had to be
taken before any ‘Post Office’ sign could be displayed.

Post Office at Ferris Pharmacy

Proposed Post Office at Co-op
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Birchington Carnivals on DVD
Maurice Hewlett

A

fter a long technical hitch, Part 2 and the final part,
of 30 years of Carnival cine film has now been
transferred to DVD. Part 1, a comprehensive cover of
ten years 1962 – 1971, has been available for hire from
the Museum for some time. It also includes Mayday in
the Square and a brief look at the very first Quexpo.
Part 2 is snippets from the year 1972 until 1991,
when the production of standard 8 cine film ceased.
Following several changes in route, most of the filming
took place in Station Road, where it was not always
easy to find a high enough viewing platform to avoid the
heads of people watching. One interesting facet is
reading the shop names – names that will not be
familiar to younger viewers. – although their parents
will remember the shops which have changed hands
long ago. Shops such as Woolworth’s, Wades, Susan
Scott and Pied Piper.
Both DVDs are available for hire from the Museum
and make a pleasant couple of evenings entertainment.
There were many beautiful floats over the years, the
like of which will never be seen in Birchington again.
You will, no doubt, recognize many of the people filmed
– you may even see yourself.
At the end of Part 2 carnival DVD there is a notice
that the first Birchington Carnival was in 1934. New
information has now come to light, that via a local press
cutting, and the first one was actually two years earlier
– namely 1932.

We are grateful to Maurice Hewlett for his
considerable efforts and generosity in converting his
films to DVDs and making them available to the BHT
Museum. editor

“HELP”
World War One Artefacts

I

f you have any photos of WW 1 of members of
your family who served from Birchington – or in
Birchington, during that war, please may we
borrow and scan them? There will be an on-going
display on the BHT Screen in the Library foyer.
We have a wonderful book written in 1919
about the village and what people did between
1914 and 1918, but only a few photos of them.

WANTED

W

e need sponsors to fund the Trusts 2015 calendar.
It costs £4000 every year to rent our museum
room at the Village Centre, and the calendar is a major
source of income for us.
We ask our sponsors for a minimum pledge of
£10, your name will then be included in the calendar.
(optional).
To cover the printing costs we need 35 sponsors.
If you can help, please come into the museum and enter
your name on the Sponsor List with your pledge, or
contact any committee member.

Recent Events
nd

On 2 of November the talk given by Paddy
Earp was very informative and interesting.
Among many topics covered, the talk explained
the awarding of the Victoria Cross; the role of a
Margate vicar, the Reverend Davis Railton, in
suggesting the adoption of the Tomb of the
Unknown Warrior in Westminster Abbey; the 17th
century origin of the last post when all the all the
posts around a camp the Netherlands had been
inspected and found satisfactory, the Last Post
was sounded indicating all was well.
The Wine & Wisdom held on 31st January at
the Birchington Village Centre, regardless of
inclement weather, was very well attended with
71 people. Howard Willicome the quiz master
exhibited his usual enthusiasm asking questions
compiled by Dot Raven.
Both Dot and her
daughter, Kay, kept score. Following a close
score, a tie-breaker decided the “Library Gang”
were the winners - Congratulations. The Bring
and Share supper gave an added delight to the
evening. The event raised £355 profit which will
help towards our annual rent of £4,000

BHT Dates For your Diary
Thursday 20th March 2014
Quarterly Meeting and Talk
“Greetings from Margate”
by John Robinson

Thursday 12th June 2014
Quarterly Meeting and Talk
“The Generosity of Birchington”
by Neville Hudson

Thursday 25th September 2014
Quarterly Meeting and Talk
“Doing our Bit in WW1”

Saturday 11th October 2014
The Model Railway Exhibition
BHT will have another display on
the stage
See notice boards for details

Thursday 20th November 2014
Quarterly Meeting and Talk
To be arranged
Quarterly meetings 7.00 for 7.30pm at
The Centre, Birchington
The Bar will be avalable

