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   By the summer of 1950 an estimated 7,000 tons of items made from rubber had been 
dumped in a field on the St Margaret’s side of the River Lea, between the Jolly Fisherman 
and the Woods Paint Factory. The majority of the dumped items were tyres with many being 
discarded aircraft tyres. However it is said by those older residents of the village, who in their 
younger days rummaged through the pile of discarded rubber, that almost anything made of 
rubber could be found there. Schoolchildren it is said were able to find pencil erasers among 
the mass of material in the dump which seems to have included many items that were 
discarded as seconds by the firms that had manufactured them.  
 
 

Locational Map of the Rubber Dump Fire 
 
 

 
 
 
 
    On Sunday the 30th April 1950 a watchman chased off two boys who he saw rummaging 
in the dump and soon after discovered a fire was burning within the extensive piles of rubber. 
The fire took a strong hold on the accumulated material which was said to have been spread 
over a substantial part of the three acre field. There was soon a towering column of rising 
dark smoke which in time rose high into the atmosphere. So high in fact that it was said it 
could be seen from one hundred miles away. Fifteen fire engines were eventually in 
attendance at the fire using the River Lea as the supply for the large amount of water they 
needed to fight the fire. It was not long before the acrid dark smoke drifted across the 
adjacent railway line. The obnoxious nature of the smoke and the zero visibility meant that 
the railway services were suspended along the Hertford East Branchline. Meanwhile the fire 
was becoming extremely hot and the swirling dark smoke was making it difficult for the 
fireman to fight the fire effectively. In addition the firefighters were increasingly concerned 
about the close proximity of the fire to a large amount of flammable fluids and stored paint at 
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Wood’s Paint Factory. The risk of a large explosion this posed saw the police discouraging 
people from getting too close to the fire. Their job was made more difficult by the arrival of 
many sightseers. These included folk who were returning from trips to the seaside resorts on 
the Essex coast, attracted by the spectacular column of black smoke by now reaching very 
high into the atmosphere.  On the St. Margaret’s side of the river the police prevented the 
public from getting any closer than the bottom of St Margarets Road. The route of the New 
River conveniently aided the police in their task as a police presence on the Hoddesdon 
Road effectively blocked the only access for people wishing to get closer to the fire. 
 
 

 
 
 

A picture taken by the author’s father from the boatyard field at the bottom of South Street. 
looking across the River Lea showing the fire and the impressive towering cloud of smoke. 

 
 
   Many of the residents of Stanstead Abbotts made their way down to the bottom of South 
Street and into the field now occupied by the boatyard. This viewpoint gave them a splendid 
view of the fire and its towering pall of smoke. Even though the river separated them from the 
fire the intense heat made it sensible to stand well back from the riverbank. However it was 
not possible to evade the acrid smell of burning rubber which it is said pervaded the air over 
much of the village. A considerable crowd of villagers congregated in this field for some time 
to watch the spectacular conflagration taking place on the other side of the river.  
 
    The fire provided an unexpected opportunity for the members of the Herts. and Essex 
Aero Club to make some money. This club was based at Broxbourne Aerodrome only a few 
miles south of the fire. [see footnote] They rapidly organised short flights which gave those of 

an adventurous nature a view of the giant column of black smoke from the vantage point of a 
circling aircraft. Passengers were given a short return flight from the aerodrome and a couple 
of circuits round the smoke for the grand sum of ten shillings. It was reported that business 
was brisk for three hours until failing light brought the flights to an end. 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 

A close up view of the fire showing piles of tyres and  
the fire brigade in attendance preparing to tackle the fire. 

 
 
        By the end of the day the fire brigade had successfully dampened down the fire and folk 
had drifted off to their homes. The following morning saw the railway line reopened to traffic 
but there was still a distinct smell of burning rubber in the air. Indeed it is said that the thicker 
piles of rubber continued to smoulder for several days. No doubt the fire brigade and the 
police kept a close eye on the remains of the rubber dump until it was certain that the fire 
had fully burnt itself out. What was left was an expanse of heavily burnt rubber and a great 
deal of reinforcing wire from the many destroyed tyres. This area is now occupied by 
residential roads including part of Lawrence Avenue, Rush Close and the southern part of 
Lee Close. The Rubber Dump Fire is one of those events that is still well remembered in the 
village mainly perhaps because of the spectacular nature of the towering mass of the 
billowing black smoke. 
   
 
Footnote 
  The Herts. and Essex Aero Club was set up in 1931 by a small group of private aviation 
enthusiasts. They were based at Broxbourne Aerodrome which despite its name   was in fact 
located in Essex near Nazeing.  The grass airfield was accessed from the New Nazeing 
Road about mid way between Broxbourne railway station and the settlement of Lower 
Nazeing. The club provided pilot training, leisure flights for the public and between the two 
wars occasional air shows became quite popular with local people. The airfield closed when 
the club moved to Stapleford Tawney in 1953. Today the site is partially occupied by the 
Hillgrove Industrial Estate with the rest given over to lakes created by gravel extraction.  
 
 
Stuart Moye 
June 2016 
 
 


