
CHAPTER NINETEEN

The Fire Brigade

Throughout the northern survey the surveyors used fire to ease their work
fairly readily. Not only did they burn along their lines of sight when they
were obstructed; they also fired the country between the Waimakariri and
the Waipara extensively and quite indiscriminately. Torlesse deliberately
put a match to the plains around Rangiora Bush in October 1849 and
the slopes of Mount Grey, the Ashley flats, the Mairaki Downs and the
lower Eyre country were also burnt during the survey, probably to prepare
it all for the day when it would become sheep run. When the sheep men
came they burnt the scrub and tussock off to increase and improve their
grassland but the searing summer nor'westers bleached the downs and
plains so brittle and grey that their fickle ally sometimes turned against
them. Just as the surveyor's fires had crept back into their camps so too
did the tussock and scrub fires march back upon huts and homesteads
while freeholders clearing their smaller farms of flax and toi-toi sparked
conflagrations which blackened the land for miles.

Such a fire swept down from Harewood Forest and across Torlesse's
Miraki run in September 1851, just after he had stocked it, burning his
pastures and new shepherd's hut and threatening to destroy his flock.
Shortly after the first Fernside homestead had been completed in 1856
another fire burnt close by on its way from the Cust to the Ashley. A
second great fire in 1856 began as a small clearing operation around John
Macfarlane's homestead, Lowburn, and spread right across the Mt Grey
Downs to the sea. Yet another grass fire swept across the lower Eyre
country in 1872, destroying the Wai-iti homestead, and there were others
quite as devastating. Even the great swamp to the south of Rangiora caught
fire. As the drainage of the basin began to take effect and it dried out,
clearing operations ignited the peat which smouldered underground for
weeks, kept alive by ancient tree stumps and fanned into a blaze period-
ically by the wind. Over a number of summers in the eighteen-seventies
the basin was obscured by a misty-blue haze from these ground fires which
destroyed fences, sheds and gardens and which, in 1874, burnt right
through the Drain Road between Southbrook and Flaxton.1

Of the small and valuable plains forests all were partly reduced by fire.
Ohoka Bush was set alight in November 1849 by some carefree Maori

Canterbury Times 25 Jul 1874. Weekly Press 21 Mar 1874.
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observing the survey while the forests on the native reserve and at Rangiora
were both damaged in 1859, Church Bush and Maori Bush more exten-
sively when an itinerant worker named William Whitham accidentally
started a grass fire while boiling his billy at the northwest end of the reserve.

Even in the eighteen-fifties lonely chimneys stood mute monuments to
accident or folly. The Reverend Raven's first house was razed before it
was completed and while riding along the edge of the bush in August
1854 Torlesse came upon the gutted hut of the sawyer White, and his
family in distress. G. J. Leech barely escaped the same fate when a fire
he had lit to clear the tussock along the track between Brooklands and
the bush had been blown by a nor'wester right back to his doorstep.

In those very early days young towns aged quickly. Among the small
plain weatherboard cottages and lean-to's which were Rangiora's predomi-
nant architectural style there were a number of rough slab and plank
homes, sheds and shops, built of unseasoned timber, unpainted, put up
crudely by unskilled amateurs, drapers turned carpenters, with ill-fitting
doors and windows and chimneys of cob, sod or home-made straw bricks
and all fast-deteriorating. Typical of the simple, serviceable but temporary
buildings on the main shopping street was the Colonial Bank on the corner
of Victoria and High Streets and which a newspaper described in 1879
as venerable and dilapidated and ready for demolition even though it was
only fifteen years old.2

Fire had razed many a colonial town of this kind, and the townspeople
were afraid of it. Some put their cooking stoves in out-houses at the back.
The first Fernside homestead had an oven detached from the living
quarters, plastered over for safety and roofed against the weather. But
these were the days of paraffin lamps and tallow candles and so with wheat
and hay fields, stacks, stables, cow-sheds and farmhouses running right
up to the main street grass and shed fires were to become an increasing
menace.

THE FOUNDING OF THE FIRE BRIGADE

The first major fire in Rangiora was the old Lion Hotel which was burnt
out in the early morning of Sunday 18 June 1871.3 Four prominent men
of the town had been chatting late with the licensee, James Bassingthwaite,
and the embers were low in the grate when they left, but by the time
the cry 'fire' had brought the first spectators down to the corner the hotel
was well-alight and there was nothing anybody could do. Bassingthwaite
lost everything — only the stables were saved. An enquiry brought down
an open verdict and the London and Liverpool and Globe Insurance Com-
pany stood the first of several losses it was to incur in the town over the
next decade.
2Ibid 11 Oct 1879.
3 Weekly Press 1 Jul 1871
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Eighteen months were to pass before any effort was made to organise
a system of fire protection and during this time, early in 1872, five shops
in Kaiapoi were burnt in a big fire which threatened to destroy a large
part of that town's business area.4 This warning, and the increase in build-
ing which promised to follow the opening of the railway, eventually
prompted the calling of a public meeting in the evening of Boxing Day
1872. It was an exploratory meeting and was chaired by Henry Blackett
who had only recently enclosed his own new shop with thick brick walls
as a protection against fire spreading from adjacent properties. With little
ado John Lilly immediately proposed — 'that in the opinion of this meeting
it was high time for some steps to be taken for the protection of property
in this township from fire'. Frank Rickman the local agent for the London
and Liverpool and Globe Insurance Company then announced that his
firm would donate a hand-engine to the town provided that water was
available and that a proper brigade was formed. The remainder of the
evening was spent debating whether the meeting should petition the Prov-
incial Council for financial assitance, as Kaiapoi had recently and so suc-
cessfully done, or the Road Board but in the end it was decided to approach
both bodies. A committee was formed of H. Blackett. J. Lilly, W. Buss,
S. Stephens, F. M. Rickman, F. Thome, and J. J. Robinson to act on behalf
of the meeting.5

The Mandeville and Rangiora Road Board, with its own office in the
centre of the town, and fearing the effect a major fire would have on
its rate income from that quarter, ignored strong objections from some
country farmers and granted fifty pounds towards the committee's funds.
On 27 May 1873 T. W. Maude placed the matter before the Provincial
Council insisting that it should treat Rangiora generously and grant the
northern town two hundred and fifty pounds for fire protection. This rec-
ommendation was amended to define the amount as a grant towards the
purchase of a steam fire engine and the Council so approved of it. The
committee could also call on a hundred pounds from local donors but
it was still a hundred pounds short of the five hundred pounds it needed
for a steam fire-engine.

In the meantime two potentially serious fires occured in the main street
which moved the insurance company and alarmed the businessmen into
demanding swifter progress from the committee. In August 1873, in the
early hours of a Monday morning, the two-storied cottage of Dale the
carpenter, nearly opposite the Institute Hall, caught fire and endangered
houses on either side. The residents of the neighbourhood rushed to the
building and while a bucket brigade attacked the seat of the fire John
Lilly climbed to the roof of an adjacent house, covered the walls and roof

4 Weekly Press 3 Feb 1872.
5Lvttelton Times 28 Dec 1872.
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most exposed to the flames with wet blankets and kept them doused with
water passed up to him by a second bucket chain. In this way the second
house was saved.6

This method of preventing the spreading of a fire was tried again in
January 1874 when a two-storied building containing the fancy-goods, tail-
oring and hairdressing business of a man named Scott, who lived above
his shop, was burnt to the ground, again in the early hours. The ringing
of the St. John's church bell, which had become the accepted method of
warning the town that help was needed, failed to rouse anybody and it
was only the screams of some ladies as they ran into the street, echoing
from shop to shop, that eventually brought residents out on to the road.
Truman's bootshop next door was also soon ablaze but a butcher's shop
on the other side was saved by a narrow alley which enabled Lilly to
spread his wet blankets again on the near-side walls and roof. But this
fire, unlike other fires to date, threatened the buildings on the opposite
side of the road for a steady wind blew sparks into the premises between
the Institute Hall and the corner of the new Percival road. Pring's bootmak-
ing shop caught fire twice and a gorse hedge was also extinguished twice
while Austin's house, the post office and Robinson's and Carter's building
yards were also in danger of catching fire. The night could have ended
in disaster but for the wet blankets and an accessible supply of water in
two nearby wells one behind Blackett's store and the other at John Lilly's
house.7

Hampered as it was by a lack of money the committee formed in Decem-
ber 1872 had carried out its investigations with little apparent sense of
urgency until the near-disaster in January 1874 forced it to call another
public meeting and to which it reported progress. There was no alternative,
it believed, but to count the wells, rely on the generosity of the London
and Liverpool and Globe Insurance Company and dismiss any hopes that
might have been held for a new steam fire engine.

The Rangiora Fire Brigade was officially formed at a public meeting
on Saturday 16 May 1874 and there were about forty people present. Henry
Blackett was in the chair again and the committee reported that they had
found fourteen wells which could be used by a brigade and that another
four would have to be sunk to effect an efficient coverage of the main
part of the town. The officers of the new brigade were then elected: Super-
intendent, John Johnston; Deputy-Superintendent, Henry Blackett; Sec-
retary, R. Aherne; Treasurer, W. Buss; Surgeon to the Brigade, Dr.
Burrows. The firemen were to be divided into two companies to operate
the two hand-engines which were now found to be forthcoming: No. 1
Company, R. H. Hanna, captain, J. Carruthers and E. Good, branchmen;

6Weekly Press 30 Aug 1873.
7Ibid 31 Jan 1874.

350

No. 2 Company, L. Hunnibell, captain, J. Walker and T. Boyd branchmen.
One company was to operate a hand-engine from a station situated near
Johnston's corner and the second would be based at a station at the western
end of the main street.

The new brigade, about forty strong, held its first drill and practise the
following Wednesday. Kaiapoi had been demonstrating its new steam en-
gine so the Rangiora firemen, keen to try out their two new machines,
paraded with their equipment at William Burt's well on the Ashley Road.
After some drill a hose was laid and pumping commenced but within an
hour the pumps had broken down. Johnston took them back to his work-
shop for repairs while the men assembled at the Road Board office to
draw up a set of rules.

The first annual general meeting of the Fire Brigade followed fairly
closely upon the inaugural meeting - in June 1874, and there were some
changes among the officers. Johnstone was now formally elected superin-
tendent, Blackett, treasurer and R. H. Hanna and J. Lilly, captains. Three
new wells had been sunk, bricked and covered with stone coping and iron
hatches and it was decided to house the two engines in one central station,
not two, on the western side of the Road Board office. It was understood
that the insurance companies would provide the firemen with helmets and
a firebell but that they would have to supply their own uniforms. Towards
the end of 1874 the firemen organised a ball to raise money for an engine-
shelter and their two small manual pumps were eventually housed in a
shed behind the Road Board office in 1875.8

Welcome as they were the two engines were quite inadequate and in
1877 the young brigade's pumping power was improved by the purchase
of a larger manual engine with the old Provincial Council grant of two
hundred and fifty pounds. The town made a fuss of this engine when
it arrived. It was decorated with flags and evergreens, paraded through
the town and named Northern Extinguisher at a ceremony at Henry
Blackett's store. Another engine shed, a look-out and bell tower were built
behind the Road Board office. The brigade was supported with a grant
of twenty-five pounds from the Road Board and John Lilly became the
new superintendent. The fire station remained behind the Road Board
office for some years, even after the formation of the borough in 1878,
and there was an awkward period while it gradually transferred from one
sponsoring body to the other.

The earliest days of the Rangiora Fire Brigade were marked by con-
ditions and experiences which would have dispirited the most enthusiastic
volunteer and from 1877 to 1884 it suffered many an affront to its dignity.
Its equipment was poor and the water supply inadequate and it was quite

8 For reports of these early meetings and fires see Weekly Press: 1 Mar, 31 May, 30 Aug,
11 Oct. 1873; 31 Jan, 6 Jun, 20 Jun, 5 Dec, 1874.
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incapable of fulfilling the high expectations the town held of it. The Road
Board seems to have dug a few wells but the brigade was forced to rely
mostly on private wells like Lilly's and Blackett's if fires happened to occur
within a convenient distance of them. More often than not they didn't
and it was simply difficult to find sufficient water if the engines did happen
to arrive at the scene in time. Many of these early wells were dug by
Frederick Lilly, a plumber and glazier who is recorded as having sunk
wells 'after the Abyssinian mode', but there were never enough of them,
not even to protect High Street.

In August 1878 the Kaiapoi steam fire engine was brought to Rangiora
to test the ground water supply and the fire wells. At Blackett's well, the
deepest in the town, the engine raised pressure to about seventy pounds
and emptied it with a double set of delivery hoses. After a halt the water
was seen to recover its normal level and then maintain a constant flow
through the hoses. This test proved for the first time that there was a
very satisfactory quantity of water flowing under High Street but beside
the Kaiapoi engine the Rangiora hand pumps performed like children's
toys. The small engines' hoses were about twenty years old and near-rotten
and were unable to raise a head from a deep well.

In February 1879 fire broke out in Richard Truman's second shop op-
posite the Red Lion but when the brigade arrived it found that the nearest
well was in the railway yards. But the yard gates off Ashley street were
locked and by the time the pumps had been manhandled over the cattle
stop and down the line and the hose run back to the street spectators
had formed a bucket chain from the hotel across the road and had the
fire under control. This incident spurred the new Borough Council to look
more closely at the water supply, and urgently, for there had been an
outbreak of diptheria in the town and it was being commonly blamed
on the water. Furthermore, a councillor had complained that the water
he used to make brine had turned his meat black.

Rangiora's water was being drawn from a stratum of sandy shingle fif-
teen to twenty feet below the surface and from a strong current flowing
northwest to southeast. The Kaiapoi fire engine had proved the supply
to be possibly inexhaustible, and in March 1879, Professor Bickerton, Pro-
fessor of Chemistry at the new Canterbury University College, after analys-
ing samples at the council's request, pronounced the water to be of excellent
quality — 'as pure as that in the Waimakariri'. This assuring news was
tempered, however, by the knowledge that the cost of digging a series of
deep wells about the town would be very high, and, anyway, the brigade's
pumps were unable to draw water from any great depth.

At this point Henry Blackett put forward an idea for a surface water
supply for the town. After rejecting the Cust as a source because it was
used by stock and had a peaty watershed, Blackett proposed that the town
pipe its water, using ordinary pipes, from a point on the Ashley three
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miles above the west town belt. Although apparently flat there was actually
a fall of ninety feet over this distance, sufficient to raise a jet of water
from a brigade hose over a house. Blackett claimed that fire plugs could
be fitted every three chains along High Street and that houses could be
provided with pure water for domestic purposes. He estimated the cost
to be about three thousand pounds and thought that it would be a better
investment than a new fire engine. But Blackett had also been the most
ardent advocate of retrenchment on the council and while water and sani-
tation together were problems he would have solved first if he could, the
expense, and the difficulty of keeping the Ashley flowing towards the sup-
ply intake, inevitably determined that the project should be shelved.9

By the middle of 1879 the brigade was in better condition. Its members
had been put into uniform and the water supply had apparently eased
with more wells and improved equipment. John Lilly had become a coun-
cillor and the council had appointed him fire inspector to establish a work-
ing link between the brigade and the council which was now supporting
the volunteers as the Road Board had done. Frederick Gulliver was the
new superintendent. The fire station was still on the Road Board's premises
and this body still paid fifteen pounds into the brigade's funds to ensure
that it would attend fires outside the borough. It was a commitment which
the brigade could not possibly fulfil and one of a number of crises which
afflicted the service during the early 'eighties.

In the year ending June 1879 there had been eight fires, four of them
houses, so that pressure on the brigade from within the town had not been
too great. Its obligation to the Road Board was, however, another matter.
One night in 1879 Chinnery's flaxmill between Rangiora and Woodend
had burned to the ground without anyone noticing until morning. In Sep-
tember 1880 fire destroyed the Hanmers' old Ashley Arms accommodation
house which had been occupied as a home and extended by Frederick
Busch,1 a farmer and farming agent. The brigade received a call but arrived
too late. Even this short distance into the country was too far. Furthermore,
the bell which was originally hung in the bell-tower was too small and
could not be heard against the wind and consequently the brigade was
known to miss fires in spite of the alarm being raised. Its failure to put
in an appearance and its failure to attend properly equipped at two fires
at Southbrook about this time decided some Southbrook residents to set
up a volunteer brigade of their own as it was obvious that the range of
the manual engines were very restricted. The Road Board decided that
it was getting little in return for its donation and so terminated its support
in 1884. The council then asked the brigade not to attend fires outside
the borough.

'Canterbury Times, 15 Mar 1879
1 Weekly Press, 6 Sep 1879, Canterbury Times, 25 Sep 1880.
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THE DAYS OF THE STEAM FIRE ENGINE

The opening years of the eighteen-eighties saw the erection of several large
buildings in High Street — the Junction Hotel and three two-storey wooden
banks, while new shops and residences closed up a number of empty spaces
between the two belts. While it was true that in the years 1882-3 the Fire
Brigade was not called out once there was a growing uneasiness in the
town for it was realised that the manual engines would never cope with
a major fire even if they arrived in reasonable time and had access to
a good water supply. Harry Gulliver and H. Blackett (Junior) canvassed
the town for its opinion and, on 16 June 1882, the Borough Council read
a petition from one hundred and sixty-eight ratepayers asking it to levy
a special rate for the purpose of procuring a steam fire-engine. An investi-
gation and a favourable report encouraged the council to strike a rate
of ninepence in the pound (only sixpence was needed) and an engine was
ordered from England and shipped out in the middle of 1883. It cost four
hundred and sixty pounds and was to serve Rangiora for forty-four years.2

The ordering of the steam-engine created a crisis in the affairs of the
brigade for the new machine demanded a different organisation and new
drill if it was to operate efficiently. It also required an engineer. The Super-
intendent appointed his brother, a non-member, to this post thereby earn-
ing the displeasure of the firemen who had traditionally elected their
officers. A meeting was called to discuss new rules but the men turned
it into a debate on the appointment of the engineer and tempers became
so heated that a policeman waiting outside had to be called in to restore
order. The matter was taken to the Borough Council and at an extraordi-
nary confrontation in which the full council faced the entire brigade with
a crowd of ratepayers looking on it was finally decided, at the brigade's
request, that the council should take control and formulate its rules. But
a few days before the council was due to assume this supervisory role
the firemen exercised their democratic right for the last time and sacked
their superintendent, restoring John Lilly to the post. The dispute festered
on from July to October 1883.3

There were other under-currents but after much unhappiness and some
resignations the brigade settled down again under Frederick Gulliver, the
Borough Council's superintendent, and with Harry Gulliver as their engin-
eer and B. Whitham, assistant engineer. The Gulliver brothers then won
a council contract for the removal of the fire station buildings from the
rear of the Road Board office to a site on the south side of the Borough
Council Chambers. The shift was completed early in 1884 and the Percival
Street station also housed the larger manual engine which was retained.

2Rangiora Borough Council minutes, 16 Jun, 3 Nov 1882
3Lyttelton Times 18 Jul, 1, 15 Aug, 12 Sep, 10 Oct 1883.
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One of the smaller hand engines was given to the new Southbrook brig-
ade which chose this moment to set itself up independently of Rangiora.
The Southbrook Fire Brigade was formed at a meeting chaired by James
Seed on 8 October 1883 and it began a brave career with one of the ancient
and discarded manual engines and sixteen firemen under Superintendent
J. Willis.4

The new steam engine, a Shand and Mason machine, was finished in
vermillion picked out with gold, black and white and was of a type known
as a London Brigade Verticle Steam Fire Engine. It was as up to date
as could be obtained and its thirty horse-power was capable of a pumping
rate of three hundred and fifty gallons a minute. When it was first tested
on 16 November at Burt's well in Ashley Street the Mayor, John Johnston,
named it Wainui with a bottle of sham Champagne and to the delight
of the crowd watching it raised water eight minutes and forty seconds after
the lighting of the fire. In the evening Wainui was driven in a torchlight
procession round the streets of the town, led by the Kaiapoi and Rangiora
Brass Bands, while the firemen let off fireworks as they followed behind.5

The steam engine paired up with the larger manual engine to protect
Rangiora until they were replaced by the Leyland in 1927. The manual
pump was always taken out first. When the firebell rang some residents
who lived in the vicinity and behind and above the shops in High Street
would rush to the fire station, throw the doors open and push the manual
out on to the road. When a number had assembled, and, if they still lacked
a horse, they all manned the shafts and haulage ropes and set off for
the fire at running speed, while the first fireman to arrive lit the fire beneath
the boiler and waited for someone to hitch a horse up to the steam engine.
Quite often it was a horse from Harry Hawkins's stable behind his store
(formely Blackett's) opposite the post office, while a council horse was usu-
ally taken out to bring one of the engines back. The steamer followed
some distance behind the manual, belching smoke from its shiny brass
chimney, its driver taking care not to gallop too fast over the rough roads
lest, as sometimes happened, the coals were shaken out and the fire had
to be lit again. One hose reel followed the manual engine and another
followed the steamer while the men reached the fire on foot, on bicycles
or by horse. The brigade also had a thirty-two foot ladder but rarely, if
ever, used it.

When the manual engine arrived at the fire the suction hose was lowered
into the nearest well and members of the public, always eager to help,
manned the handles, five or six on either side. It took ten to fifteen minutes
for the steamer to raise a workable head of steam but long before it was
ready those working the pumping frames would grow tired and unless there

"Ibid 10 Oct 1883.
5Ibid 17 Nov 1883.

355



were relays of onlookers willing to continue pumping it was left to the
firemen who had to keep at it regardless of their exhausted condition.

The old unsatisfactory bell was hung on a building in Burt Street in
1886. Its replacement, purchased the previous year, was found to be even
less effective and so the two bells were rung if there was a fire in the
eastern part of the town. In 1896 the Borough Council decided to build
a new bell tower at the fire station. More fire wells were dug over the
years and they remained in use right up to 1930 although by this time
some of the older wells produced little or no water. On one memorable
night when the brigade was called out to the Ashley station house water
became short and during a frantic search for a new supply the suction
hose was dropped into a septic tank.

Over the long period in which the town was dependent on the steam
fire engine there were a number of big fires. The first was Alfred Mad-
dison's flourmill, Southbrook, which was completely destroyed on 9 Oc-
tober 1890. This mill, Grimwood's old mill on the Southbrook Stream
above the Masonic Hotel, was a wooden four-storied structure and was
being repaired by carpenters when the fire broke out in the afternoon.
The building was dry and dusty and contained a quantity of wheat and
flour so that it burnt fiercely. There was little the brigade could do and
only the miller's cottage was saved. Six months later, in April 1891, the
other flourmill on the Southbrook stream, Moir's, a few yards below the
Masonic Hotel, was also burnt out with the exception of the oat kiln. The
wooden four-storey building blazed fiercely, endangering the hotel, but
while the Southbrook and Rangiora brigades tried to save it it burnt until
the walls fell in.6

The first big blaze in the heart of the town was John Johnston's engineer-
ing workshop in the corner block of High and Victoria Streets and to which
the brigade received an early morning summons on 22 November 1895.
A good save was made but it was a difficult fire to control, the volunteers
having to contend with burning oil and a jumbled mass of hot metal while
being restricted to the use of the manual pump and a well in Percival
Street because the well nearest Johnstone's buildings was too close to the
fire. Two firemen were slightly injured, one falling through the roof (he
cut a finger) while the other had his hands crushed by the manual pump.

Considering the ease with which fire often consumed the old wooden
shops and cottages of the town it was surprising that there had as yet
been no tragedy or casualty. But a dangerous situation did arise when
the Plough Hotel caught alight in the early hours of the morning in 1901.
The fire began in the kitchen at the back and before anybody was aware
of it it had cut off the staircase leading to the bedrooms in the upper
floor which were fully occupied. To cope with an emergency of this kind

^Canterbury Times 16 Oct 1890, 30 Apr 1891.
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most houses, businesses and hotels with upper storys had knotted ropes
or rope ladders fixed into the inside walls underneath the windows. This
method of escape proved effective at the Plough as the ropes hanging down
the blackened walls of the partly-gutted hotel testified in daylight. Every-
body was safely evacuated.7

Because there was a long delay in the sounding of the alarm the brigade
was unable to prevent a tragedy when the late Archdeacon B. W. Dudley's
fine old two-storied brick, stucco and cob home, Earnley, just west of the
Anglican vicarage, caught fire in the early hours of 9 February 1911. Miss
Frances Dudley, the Archdeacon's daughter, was awakened by her dog's
barking but while attempting to rescue the animal she was overcome by
smoke and flames. She was seventy-one and died of shock. The fibrous
plaster and clay and straw bricks could not be properly extinguished and
the ruins smouldered for two days.8

Another early morning fire completely gutted the two-storey Farmers
Co-op department store in October 1918. The crowd which soon gathered
on the roadway was scattered by ammunition exploding in the hardware
department and the brigade had to work hard to prevent the fire spreading
to G. Gibbs-Jordan's music store next door. It was a Saturday morning,
and the firemen worked at the building from just after midnight to about
ten and then were called back again for another two hours in the afternoon.
The loss was estimated at about forty-five thousand pounds making this
fire the most costly yet in North Canterbury.9

The most spectacular blaze was probably that of Moir's second flourmill
which had replaced the mill burnt in 1891. It caught fire at nine in the
evening of 11 April 1923 and during a period when the engine was not
allowed to leave the borough although it is believed to have attended.
The firemen were quite unable to make any impression on it and it burnt
fiercely for two hours, the flames being visible for miles around and attract-
ing a large crowd. The policy of not allowing the brigade to travel beyond
the borough boundaries to fires like this one was sometimes relaxed a
little but there were occasions when the brigade was placed in an embarras-
ing position as it was when Howard's brewery caught fire in 1899. The
brewery, which was then being used by William Buss as a grain store,
stood on the Woodend Road about two hundred yards or so past the East
Belt beyond which the brigade was not permitted to go. When the alarm
was raised the fire was attended not by the Rangiora steamer but by the
Southbrook manual engine which had to travel two miles and through
the town to get there.1

1Lyttelton Times 17 Jun 1901.
8Ibid 10 Feb 1911. Canterbury Times 15 Feb 1911 has photographs of Earnley before and
after the fire.

"Ibid 26 Oct 1918.
•Ibid 12 Apr 1923; 26 Aug 1899.
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The last big fire which the brigade fought with their now ageing steamer
was the Institute Hall which, with its library, reading room and ante-rooms,
was reduced to a gutted shell on 17 August 1925. Dr. T. A. Will, a good
friend of the brigade who lived next door to the hall, gave the alarm about
one-thirty in the morning and it was so cold that water from the hoses
froze the tyres of a fireman's car to the road. A lot of movie-projection
equipment was lost but about five thousand books were saved. There was
a suspicion of incindiarism about this fire because two or three previous
attempts had been made to burn the hall.

THE BRIGADE'S LATER YEARS

In 1926, when the Borough Council was considering the introduction of
a high pressure water supply and sewerage system, it decided to borrow
two thousand pounds to replace the steam engine. The ratepayers approved
and with the money the council bought a Leyland motor engine in 1927
and a quantity of new hose. Nine electrically operated fire alarm boxes
were installed around the town, a siren was placed on the station and
an alarm bell was put in each fireman's home.

The old solid-tyred Leyland was cold and slow. The men hung on the
back and sides of it and even the driver froze until it was fitted with a
windscreen from one of Charles Tyler's Studebakers. As it thundered up
High Street children streamed along behind and in front of it on their
bicycles straining to race it to the fire. Slower than more recent models
though it might have been it served the town well, staying within the
borough while, in later years, an auxilliary pump was taken to fires beyond
the town. It saved many a house, shed and shop and apart from the Stan-
dard building in Ashley Street, the grandstand at the racecourse and the
latex factory at Waikuku, there were few really big fires during the Leyland
era.

Because of the nature of its work and because its membership was stead-
ily maintained over the years at twenty-five and tended to be long-serving,
the brigade has always been a close-knit, loyal society and the old station
next to Victoria Park became one of Rangiora's regular social centres. Un-
able to find the money to build its firemen social rooms in the eighteen-
nineties the Borough Council added the original wooden council chambers
to the rear of the fire station when it built its new chambers in 1907 and
the place became something of a club with honorary members, billiards,
regular card evenings, dinners, ladies evenings and balls. Since they won
their first team honours in 1885 and brought their first trophy home from
Wellington in 1890 the men have succeeded quite consistently at fire brig-
ade competitions. From the earliest days local sports gatherings featured
fire brigade events on their programmes and the brigade itself t>nce enter-
tained the town with an annual torch-light procession and fireworks dis-
play.
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A strong characteristic of the Rangiora Fire Brigade has been the number
of families who have been associated with it over long periods of its history
and the number of men who have answered the strident commands of
firebell and siren for a great part of their lives. It owed its coninuing exist-
ence in the eighteen-seventies to the enthusiasm of John Lilly and the
ability of John Johnston to keep its primitive equipment in working order.
The Gulliver brothers nursed it into the age of steam in the 'eighties and
William Wadey, Charles Jones, C. A. Tyler and James Smith carried it
into the next century. Since 1900 there have been some strong family links
with the brigade like those of Tommy Thompson and his family and the
Smiths. Five Tylers have given one hundred and fifty years of fire service
while between 1900 and 1972 seven members of the Prestney family and
six members of the Coates family have served in it. Thirty men have given
twenty-five years or more, among them P. J. Coates who was active for
fifty-one years, C. W. Tyler, fifty years, E. O. J. Nelmes, forty-eight years,
T. Thompson, forty-five years and P. H. Prestney forty-one years. Thirteen
men have filled the post of Chief Fire Officer-Superintendent, the longest-
serving being Charles Tyler, from 1924 to 1962 and who, with James Smith
(1899), became President of the United Fire Brigades Association.

After World War Two the brigades plant rapidly dated. In 1950, follow-
ing the Fire Services Act 1949, it came under the control of a Fire Commit-
tee and the old fire station beside the council chambers in Percival Street,
long decaying and leaky, was replaced by a new station on the opposite
side of the road. This was opened on 4 October 1958. The sterling hard-
tyred Leyland was still working, but with a hose-laying converted army
truck and trailer pump, all ex-emergency precaution equipment. It was
finally replaced by a Carmichael game-cock unit in 1960. The auxiliary
equipment was replaced by a Ford engine and a third unit was added
in 1977. The strength of the brigade was now twenty-eight. The last ties
with the Borough Council were severed in March 1976 when the brigade
joined all other brigades in the country under the control of the Fire Service
Commission.
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