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VITAL PIECE OF FIRE-FIGHTING HISTORY ACHIEVES STATE 
HERITAGE LISTING  

 
The Number 470 Fire Bell – a treasured piece of NSW’s fire-fighting history –will be 
listed on the State Heritage Register. 
 
Heritage Minister Rob Stokes said the bell signified the first attempt to install a 
centralised fire alarm system in Sydney and in the state. 
 
“The 470 Bell, which was installed in Bathurst Street, Sydney in 1860, was the largest 
fire bell in the state at that time and served the metropolitan area for more than a 
decade,” Mr Stokes said. 
 
“Four times the size of normal fire bells for the period, the bell was manufactured in 
Scotland by the Gorbals Brass and Bell Foundry, Glasgow, and imported by Thomas 
Bown, one of NSW’s first professional fire-fighters.” 
 
Before 1884, when the Metropolitan Fire Brigade was established under the Fire 
Brigades Act, protection from fire in Sydney was provided by a group of independent, 
often volunteer fire brigades. 
 
Volunteers responded to their brigade’s small local fire bells in case of fire, but often 
these small bells could not be heard by all fire-fighters, making response to the threat 
of fires inefficient and unreliable at times. 
 
A huge step towards solving this problem was taken in 1860 when the Insurance 
Companies Fire Brigade installed a large 26-inch turret bell, known as the 470 Fire  
Bell, at its station in Sydney’s Bathurst Street. 
 
Thomas Bown and his nephew Charles Bown are credited as being founding figures in 
the evolution of fire-fighting services in NSW. 
 
Thomas established and led the Insurance Companies Fire Brigade from 1851 to 
1867 and Charles was the second Superintendent of the Insurance Companies 
Brigade, Chairman of the Fire Brigades Board and later of the Fire Commissioners 
Board. 
 
“The bell’s usefulness as a centralised fire alarm came to an end with the advances in 
telecommunications during the 1880s,” Mr Stokes said. 
 
“After the establishment of the Royal Telephone Exchange in 1881 and the Post  



 

 

Master General’s exchange the following year, metropolitan fires were increasingly 
reported via telephone and the 470 Fire Bell ceased being used in Sydney by 1884. 
 
MP for Bathurst Mr Paul Toole said the bell found a new lease of life when it was 
bought by the Bathurst Fire Brigade Board in 1887. 
 
“The bell found a new home at the Bathurst Fire Station and was used for many 
decades remaining in situ in its tower in 1963 when the original Bathurst Fire Station 
was demolished. 
 
“The bell is held in high esteem by our local fire-fighters and amongst crews across 
NSW, who regard it as an important part of their history and heritage. 
 
“The bell has played a central role in the history of fire fighting in the Bathurst area and 
I commend the efforts of all our firefighters and the commitment they have shown to 
the bell’s recovery, restoration and reinstatement at Bathurst Fire Station,” Mr Toole 
said.  
 
“The NSW Government is committed to conserving, revitalising and caring for places 
of heritage significance,” Mr Stokes said. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


