
February 2021 

New Year Honours List 
Three Dorset & Wiltshire  FRS Members 

Recognised by Her Majesty 

It is very unusual for more than one member of the same fire & rescue service to be 
recognised in the same Queen’s Honours List and so the fact that THREE members 
of Dorset & Wiltshire FRS received honours in the Honours List published on 31st 
December 2020 says much about the esteem in which the service is held.  
 
CFO Ben Ansell and Area Manager Andrew Cole both received the Queens Fire 
Service Medal for exemplary fire service. Watch Manager Chris Martin has 
been awarded the British Empire Medal.  
 
Chris has served as an on call firefighter for over 40 years at Ramsbury and has been 
in charge there for most of his service. CFO Ansell’s medal comes mainly in  
recognition of his work as Gold Commander during the Novochok nerve agent  
attack in Salisbury and Amesbury. Andrew Cole has been recognised for his work 
managing the service’s support to the NHS during the Covid-19 pandemic.  

Warm and sincere congratulations to all three of those honoured. 

Chris Martin BEM Ben Ansell QFSM Andrew Cole QFSM 
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The news sources are full of “the pleasure of waving 
good bye to the horrors of 2020” most of which I have 
spent reminding my family, and, indeed reminding  
myself of how fortunate, we, as individuals, and  
particularly as part of ‘The Fire Service Family’, are and 
have been throughout 2020. 
 
With my “glass half full” perception of life, I survey the 
rest of the world and conclude that at this time I am 
thankful to live in Great Britain. In my 88 years of life, 
the UK has faced many hitherto unimaginable challenges. 
We faced up to and we overcame them, every individual 
and collective one. These challenges were and are, local, 
community and national. They were very similar to those 
we faced within our lives in the Fire Service.  
  
Challenges are created to be overcome and that is what we in the UK instinctively 
do. What is different within the UK and organisations like the Fire Service is that we 
value the whole and not just ourselves as individuals. For many years we have made 
our contributions to the community, now, in such traumatic times, we, as individuals 
and as members of the Fire Service community, are so fortunate to be on the  
receiving side of the ‘UK Community’ that we helped to establish and that we  
continue to maintain. 
 
In my recent experience, our obvious determination to defend our communities, 
made up as they are of individuals, is obvious wherever you look : local authorities 
at all levels, religious communities, our retired population and simply our  
neighbours have instinctively become our families. No one is allowed to suffer 
whether the cost to us as either individuals, families, or communities is financial, 
physical, emotional or intellectual.  
 
My hope for 2021 and beyond is that we who have been so very fortunate in 2020, 
both the old and young, the immigrants both recent and long term, those both with a 
religious faith and those who have none, will all continue to work together to  
maintain the success that has so happily been evident in 2020 well into the future to 
come. 
 
May we all by our selfless efforts on behalf of others deserve as successful a future 
as did our predecessors.  Our thanks to those who administer the WRFA on our  
behalf which continues making whatever support it can to communities.  
 
Jerry Willmott CBE, QFSM 
President of WRFA 

Dennis (“Jerry”) Willmott 
CBE, QFSM 
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Warm Welcome To 

NEW MEMBERS 

GLYN MOODY 
Glyn has just retired from Dorset & Wiltshire FRS after a 
very successful career that saw him reaching the position 
of Group Manager, based in Swindon. Glyn began his 31 
years of service in Berkshire. He is married to Julie and 
they live in Purton. Glyn lists his leisure interests as  
holidays, keeping fit and walking. We therefore hope that 
the activities of the WRFA Walking Group will appeal to 
Glyn. A very hearty welcome into membership has been  
extended. 

JO RIDDIFORD 
Jo Riddiford was recruited as one of the first female  
firefighters to join Wiltshire Fire Brigade in April 1990 
and she has just retired after completing 30 years of  
operational firefighting. We are delighted that Jo has 
joined the WRFA . She has been re-employed as a stores 
assistant in Dorset & Wiltshire FRS. Jo lives in 
Melksham and her leisure interests include theatre,  
eating out and walking. We are really looking forward to 
welcoming Jo to WRFA social functions once the  
pandemic is over.  

WRFA EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE 
Invitations to apply for election or to 

make nominations 

Every February it is a requirement that an invitation is extended to all WRFA  
members to apply to be a candidate in the election of officers to the Executive  
Committee or to nominate another (with their  agreement) to stand for election. 
The election is expected to take place at the Annual General Meeting which it is 
hoped will be held in June 2021.  
 
All the positions on the Executive Committee are open for election or re-election 
with the exception of the President and the Dorset & Wiltshire FRS representative. 
The President is appointed by the Executive Committee. The FRS representative is 
appointed by the Chief Fire Officer.  
 
To nominate or apply to stand please contact John Craig on 01380 726343 for  
further details. 



CHRIS STRANGE 
Chris has been putting up a good fight against prostrate 
cancer for over three years. In late 2020 he began to feel 
so unwell that admission to the hospice attached to SDH, 
Odstock was necessary but Chris does have times when 
he comes home and he was able to spend Christmas in 
the family home in Tisbury. We send to Chris and Lynn 
our very best wishes and assurance that we wish to do all 
we can to lend support. 

HEALTH 
MATTERS 

News of our members facing 
ill health challenges 
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GLENN FOREMAN 
Glenn, with considerable support from Angela, is coping 
with multiple health challenges. The one that is giving 
him most problems at the moment is Crohn’s Disease and 
it is pleasing to learn that this has been more controlled 
since he began steroid treatment for it.  
During the pandemic Glenn and Angela are being ultra 
careful to keep well away from people and places where 
they might catch the virus and this includes hospitals. 
Glenn reports that he has shunned hospital appointments 
to lessen the risk of infection in his vulnerable state. Our 
very best wishes go to Glenn and Angela who live in 
Alderbury. 

BRUCE BRINGLOE 
Bruce has been diagnosed as suffering from Parkinson’s 
Disease. He also has heart problems that require him to be 
fitted with a pacemaker which has needed frequent 
‘tweaks’ to get it functioning to optimum effect. Despite 
these health challenges Bruce remains cheerful and he and 
Janet are pleased to have moved to a bungalow in a quiet 
area of Devizes very handy for shops and other facilities. 
We wish Bruce and Janet all the best.  



HEALTH MATTERS CONTINUED FROM PAGE 4 

REVD DAVID WAKEFIELD 
David Wakefield is in remarkably good spirits and 
continues to pray daily for members of this  
association and the fire service in general.  His cancer 
is slowly advancing and David is thankful that he is 
being granted more time to live than was expected.  
He has two tumours, one in the sinuses that has 
robbed him of most of his eyesight and another has 
been found in a lung. He is taking pain relief drugs 
that are keeping him pain free.  
 
Despite his ill health he loves to cook for Liz and the 
family and he also enjoys walking for exercise.  David 
is an ordained deacon in the Catholic Church and  
although his ecclesiastical duties have been disrupted 
by ill health he continues to do all that he can to serve his Lord.   
 
The warmest regards and best wishes of the WRFA go to David and Liz. 
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WRFA : An Association That Cares 

 

This Association is frustrated at not being able to 
offer members a full level of service, for example 
by organising the regular get-togethers in the form 
of lunches or dinners, during the pandemic.  We  
assure all members that as soon as possible we  
intend resuming normal service.  In normal times 
our members who are living alone, many of whom 
are widows or widowers, would receive a welfare 
visit on the weeks approaching Christmas from their 
WRFA Area Representative.  
 
The Christmas just past has forced a different approach.  In view of the social  
distancing regulations home visits were out and instead 41 members received a 
Christmas card and a Waitrose or M & S gift card to the value of £10.00.   The cards 
contained the contact phone numbers for the Area Representatives and the  
recipients were telephoned after they had received the postal items for a “how are 
you doing?” chat.  We fully understand that the loneliness that many experience 
when living alone and now being forced into isolation by the pandemic is imposing 
very real stress and anxiety.   We wish that there was more we could do but the least 
we can do is stay in touch by telephone to learn of any issues, some of which we 
can resolve remotely.  
 
So, please keep in touch, keep safe and keep well.    John Craig  

A phone chat to show we care  



PANDEMIC 
PROFILE 

This edition of ‘THE BRANCH’ goes to press at a time of crisis.  Covid-19 virus is 
sweeping across our nation and also across most other countries.  We are being daily 
fed news supported by graphs showing the mounting number of infections and 
deaths.  We are in lockdown again and there is no doubt that this is subjecting 
WRFA members to much frustration and anxiety.  Our members are by definition 
pensioners and are therefore in the category of the population most likely to  
succumb fatally to the virus if we are infected.  

STAY SAFE : STAY HOME 
So serious is the threat to us that new laws have been rushed through Parliament that 
impose severe restrictions on how we live our lives for our own protection and the 
limitation of the spread of the virus.  We are required to only leave our homes if  
absolutely necessary for purposes such as shopping for essentials or to keep medical 
appointments.  Exercise is limited to one session per day and we can only take  
exercise with one other person.  We should keep 2 metre distance from other people 
and we should frequently thoroughly wash our hands particularly if we have been 
outside and touched surfaces.  The wearing of face masks that cover both the mouth 
and nose is mandatory inside buildings other than the home.  

“ So serious is the threat that 
new laws have been rushed 
through Parliament that impose 
severe restrictions on how we 
live...” 

Despite the toughness of the new law and the natural reluctance of the governing  
political party to go against its deeply held belief in liberty and freedom the facts 
presented by scientists and medics have left the Boris Johnson government with no 
choice.  In fact, the leader of the opposition, Sir Keir Starmer has been repeatedly 
critical of the government for being slow to impose legal restrictions on the  
population.  

There is great concern that the NHS in the UK is close to be 
overwhelmed with admissions to hospital rising rapidly and 
there being uncertainty about what is yet to come. 
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Continued from page 6 

VACCINE GIVES HOPE! 

The good news that not one but three different vaccines against Covid-19 have been 
developed in record time and approved for use by the NHS brings reason to be  
optimistic that as the vaccination programme rolls out in the UK control of the virus 
will be gained. The ambitious target set by Prime Minister Johnson  to have the most 
vulnerable groups in the nation vaccinated by mid February is commendable if it is 
actually achieved. But, perhaps not surprisingly in view of its scale and  
complexity the programme is not running smoothly everywhere.  

The press and media are drawing attention to the 
fact that residents in care homes are a high priority 
to be vaccinated but getting the care home folks 
their jabs is proving more difficult than expected 
and infections and deaths in these homes have risen 
to alarming levels. The press and media have not 
been slow to draw attention to this and the reason 
for the delay has not been fully explained. 
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Within the WRFA membership experiences of the vaccination programme varies. 
Some, such as those sent for their jabs to Devizes Corn Exchange, have reported 
very positively on how well things are run there. But others , like Pauline Gilliam-
Hill, wife of a WRFA member, had to make a 36 mile round tr ip to Wilton for 
her jab when she lives within five minutes walk of her GP surgery in West  
Lavington. 

Our Chairman’s wife, Audrey Wannell, was given a vaccina-
tion appointment that required her to travel from Royal Woot-
ton Bassett to Malmesbury. When she arrived with husband, 
Chris, she was denied a jab because they said they had no 
record of the GP surgery having made an appointment!  

Chris & Audrey Wannell 

Those who are well acquainted with Yve Benwell, a WRFA  
Executive Committee member, will not be surprised to learn that 
immediately she heard that the NHS needed non-clinicians to  
become vaccine “jabbers” she volunteered to become one. This is 
being done through the St John Ambulance. Yve is being trained  
locally in Swindon and in Oxford and she soon hopes to be let loose 
with a needle singing out the usual warning, “just a little prick”.  

A hearty “well done” is also deserved by the Government for jumping in early to  
secure massive doses of the Covid-19 vaccines. This has been possible because of 
Brexit. The EU is behind the curve on obtaining the vaccines because of its bureau-
cracy. Freed from this, the UK was able to quickly negotiate with vaccine suppliers 
to ensure that an early start could be made to protecting the most vulnerable in UK.    

Yve Benwell 
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FRS & NHS WORKING TOGETHER 

Continued from page 7 

The pandemic is exerting unprecedented pressure on the 
NHS. The Fire & Rescue Service has commendably 
stepped up to the plate and offered support in a variety of 
ways. The call went out to members of the FRS to give 
their services as volunteers to offer their time and skills. 

An important step in implementing the arrangement for members of fire & rescue 
services to carry out such duties as driving ambulances was the signing of a Tri-
Partite Agreement, the signator ies being the Fire Brigades Union, the National 
Joint Council and the National Fire Chiefs Council. This set out the ground rules 

for how the inter-service  
arrangements would be man-
aged. The range of work and 
services extended well beyond 
providing drivers for ambu-
lances and the chart on the left  
Is extracted from a 24 page  
report published to give a  
summary of what support FRSs 
in the South West of England 
gave to the NHS in phase 1 of 
the pandemic.  
Please note that the statistics 
given only relate to the first 
wave of the pandemic that 
struck us in the early months of 
2020. The figures shown 
should therefore be only  
regarded as being indications 
because by the time you are 
reading this they will have been 
exceeded by a considerable 
amount. 

THE ARMED FORCES ARE HELPING TOO 
In early January the Health Secretary was subjected to an  
embarrassing episode when he went to a London GP surgery to  
witness a vaccination session only to find that the vaccine had not 
arrived. The very next day the Minister called upon the Armed  
Forces to bring their “can-do” attitude to bear. Brigadier Phil 
Prosser CBE is directing the military support.  He is a senior officer 
in the Royal Logistics Corps. 
 

Royal Logistics Corps 
Motto 

“WE SUSTAIN” 



OBITUARY 

GREGORY JOHN BATES 
1929 : 2020 

Gregory John Bates, or ‘Greg’ as he was known, sadly passed away on 16th  
December 2020 aged 91, after a prolonged illness. 
 
Greg came from a fire service family; his father was a former chief fire officer and 
he had a brother who also served in a fire brigade. Greg was appointed as Divisional 
Commander based in Swindon in 1962 and was one of the youngest senior officers 
in the country at that time. He was a strong character and ran a tight ship, and from 
personal experience he kept subordinates very much on their toes. His management 
style earned him much respect from those serving in the seven stations that  
comprised the old ‘B’ Division.  
 
Greg served with distinction and retired from Wiltshire Fire Brigade in 1975. He 
was a member of Wiltshire Retired Firefighters Association for over 30 years but his 
membership lapsed when his prolonged illness overwhelmed him. Greg will be  
remembered with respect by those who served with him. Rest in peace, Greg. 
 
                                                John Gentleman QFSM 
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WRFA  ANNUAL  
SUBSCRIPTIONS  £10 

Due on 1st APRIL 
However you choose to pay  

To protect your membership 
please pay promptly.  
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The history of the fire protection of Britain shows examples of the responsibility to 
manage firefighting and rescue from fire being made the responsibility of the chief 
constable and the post of chief fire officer being removed or never created initially. 
The actual firefighting and rescue from fire has also been made the duty of police 
officers ‘on the beat’ in some cases despite policing and firefighting being as  
different as chalk is from cheese.  

 
Before World War 2 there were  
several examples of Police Fire  
Brigades in the UK Bristol being 
one of the nearest to Wiltshire. The 
creation of the NFS and  
subsequent de-nationalisation in 
April 1948 saw the demise of most 
police fire brigades, the members of 
whom were often given the  
nickname “fire bobbies”. In fact, the 
folly of using police officers as fire 
fighters was recognised in the Fire 
Services Act 1947 by making it  
illegal for a sworn constable to join a 
fire brigade. Of course, what had 
made police fire brigades attractive 

to politicians at local level was that it was seen to be a way of providing fire  
protection on the cheap.  
  

An examination of the history of fire services protecting Birmingham leads  to an 
interesting example of what can go seriously wrong when the chief constable and his 
“fire bobbies” are required to provide fire cover. In the early 19th century  
Birmingham was protected from fire by insurance companies who had united their 
brigades under the roof of one station in Little Cannon Street. But all was not well 
because as the second half of the century approached the insurance companies  
became disgruntled by the cost of protecting the city and citizens and lobbied the 
city council to take over the responsibility. The argument became very heated and 
eventually the councillors bowed to the pressure from the insurers and agreed to take 
on the fire brigade but they looked for a way of doing it “on the cheap”.  
 
George Tiviotdale had been heading the insurance brigades and he might have  
expected to be appointed as Birmingham’s first Chief Fire Officer. It was not to be 
because the city council made the Chief Constable responsible for running the fire 
brigade even though his knowledge of fire protection was virtually zero.  Tiviotdale 
was appointed as a superintendent in the police fire brigade. Despite his experience 
and knowledge he must have suffered from a lack of support from the Chief  
Constable because the firefighting capabilities of the police force went into decline.  

Bristol Police Fire Brigade members showing off their  
Chemical Engine (Circa 1921) 



Continued from page 10 
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It was therefore only a matter of time before this was exposed and it happened on 
26th August 1878, just four years after the police fire brigade had been formed. Fire 
broke out in Digbeth Street in a building used as a confectioner’s shop of the ground 
floor with two storey living accommodation above. The fire quickly involved the  
only staircase and the 19 year old woman, her infant child, her sister and a maid 
were trapped. It was late evening and an 
unruly crowd soon formed from people 
leaving the pubs. 
  

The Chief Constable was out of town and 
so was Tiviotdale. A group of constables 
did manage to bring a wheeled escape  
ladder and the hose cart from Little Cannon 
Street but their lack of leadership and  
incompetence was soon evident. Although 
the young mother was screaming for help 
from the window she lost hope that she 
would be rescued by the ‘fire bobbies’ and 
threw her babe hoping someone would 
catch it. They did not and the child died.  
 
The crowd of onlookers was incensed by the obvious lack of expertise in firefighting 
and rescue they were witnessing and although one would normally have had police 
to control them and stop them hindering the fire fighters the police were not  
available to do that because they were all playing at being firemen! 
 
The escape ladder was found to be defective and the fly ladder jammed rendering it 
useless. It was pushed up against the building and soon caught fire. The hose cart 
was taken back to the fire station without its contents being used and no explanation 

was ever given for this. The fire eventually went out after four hours and 
the bodies of the three females were recovered.  
  

The city council was forced by this tragic fire to appreciate that giving 
the Chief Constable the responsibility for protecting Birmingham from 
fire had been a costly mistake. In 1879 the Birmingham City Fire  
Brigade was formed separate from the police force. To run it Albert 
Robert Tozer was appointed as its Chief Officer, a man from a  
distinguished family of fire chiefs and who had already proved himself 
by  running the fire brigade in Manchester very efficiently. 

  

We live at a time when the lessons of the Digbeth Street fire may have been  
forgotten or never learnt by those who are pressing for the oversight and  
management of both policing and fire protection to be placed in one person.  

    John Craig 

Lttle Cannon Street Fire Station (circa 1970) 

Albert Robert 
Tozer 
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PROTESTS AT PLAN TO MOVE WATER RESCUE UNITS 

  

FIRE INSPECTORS CRITICISE FBU 
Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabularies & Fire & Rescue Services 
has published its view that the Fire Brigades Union is not doing enough 
to enable fire & rescue services to help with the roll out of the Covid-19 
vaccination programme.  
 

The FBU is accused of making the negotiations to agree the extended involvement 
of firefighters in the fight against the pandemic difficult and protracted. It is pointed 
out that the protective measures offered to firefighters match those already being 
used by other public servants. The FBU has responded to the inspectorate’s stinging 
criticism by stating its belief that the report is politically motivated and biased.  
 
The tripartite agreement between the National Joint Council, FBU and National Fire 
Chief’s Council to negotiate working arrangements for firefighters to assist in  
dealing with the pandemic now seems to be under intense strain. 

The proposal by CFO Ben Ansell to remove the technical rescue 
units from Chippenham and Trowbridge has raised strong  
concerns amongst firefighters who have informed members of the 
public. This has resulted in a petition being started and if at least 
500 signatures are obtained the petition will be presented to the 
Fire & Rescue Authority.  

  

The main public objection relates to 
the plan to move the water rescue unit 
from Chippenham to Stratton St  
Margaret. The Trowbridge unit will 
go to Dorset. The objectors are  
worried about the delay in getting  
water rescue facilities to the Avon 
River area which frequently suffers  
flooding.  They fear lives are at stake.  
 
CFO Ansell has responded by  
explaining that his proposal will  
enhance cover overall for an area of  
service for which there is no statutory 
responsibility on the fire authority. 

WATER RESCUE KIT AT CHIPPENHAM  
(photo John Craig 



BOOK SHELF 
WRFA Members Share 

About Books They Have Enjoyed 
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‘SPITFIRE’ 
Author John Nichol 

Reviewed by John Cox 
 

John Nichol (navigator) and John Peters (pilot) were shot 
down over Iraq during the Gulf War in 1991 while flying an 
RAF Tornado bomber.  John Nichol has since proved a  
prolific author, having produced some excellent fiction and 
non-fiction books. 
 

Considerable research has been undertaken by the author,  
including interviews with many who flew and maintained the 
Spitfire, of which several died before the book was published 
in 2018. 
 

The prototype of the Spitfire first flew in July 1934, going on 
to fight alongside the sturdy Hurricane to keep the Luftwaffe 

at bay during the Battle of Britain in 1940.  The early Mark 1 and Mark 11 versions 
of the Spitfire established themselves as national icons and, from that point, its  
development through the war was astonishing.  20 versions of the Spitfire were  
produced between 1936 and 1945 (plus numerous prototypes); and 8 versions of the 
Seafire (naval version). A total of nearly 23,000 were built. 
 

The United States Air Force operated several Spitfire squadrons during the Second 
World War, as they did not have an equivalent combat aircraft, until the US-built 
Mustang (powered by a Rolls Royce Merlin engine) entered service.   
 

There is no doubt, the Spitfire was an amazing piece of British engineering and 
much more than just that portrayed during the Battle of Britain.  It had been used in 
combat in every theatre of war with more than 30 countries operating the aircraft.  
The Spitfire went on to fight in the 1948 Arab-Israeli war, with both the Israeli and 
Egyptian air forces using the fighter against each other.  Seafires were in combat 
during the Korea War in 1950, flying from a Royal Navy aircraft carrier.  The RAF 
continued to operate the Spitfire as a meteorological aircraft until 1957. 
 

The book is as much about the people who flew and maintained the Spitfire as the 
aircraft itself.  There are many fascinating stories of the dedicated individuals and of 
the courageous actions of the pilots.  The pilots loved the aircraft, one stating it was 
an aircraft with a personality all of its own – docile at times, swift and deadly at  
others – a fighting machine par excellence. 
 

I must admit to learning much from reading this book and have no hesitation in  
recommending it. 
 

Published by Simon & Schuster UK Ltd   ISBN 978-1-4711-5923-7 

A 
fighting machine 

par excellence 



DISCLAIMER 
This magazine is published by the WILTSHIRE RETIRED FIREFIGHTERS ASSOCIATION 

Any views or opinions expressed here are not necessarily shared by the 
Dorset & Wiltshire Fire & Rescue Service. 

Edited by JOHN CRAIG 
Please use the contact form on www.wrfa.org.uk to correspond with the editor. 
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SMOKEY PAWS 
Smokey Paws is a not-for-profit 
company funded by donations that 
provides the fire & rescue services 
with oxygen giving sets designed 
for use on animals like cats and 
dogs.   
Dorset & Wiltshire FRS has these 
sets on a fire engine at every  
station. They have been used  
successfully to treat dogs and cats 
suffering from smoke inhalation. 

ELI 
This is Eli the kitten who is making his presence felt at Jane 
Burton’s home.  Jane reports that he is continually looking for 
mischief and invariably finds it!   
 

Because she gains such joy and comfort from the  
companionship of her pet, Jane is always ready to forgive Eli’s 
indiscretions and bouts of naughtiness. 

PEPSI 
Pepsi, a working type of cocker spaniel, recently joined 
Louise and Les Fielding at their home in Devizes.  Les 
and Louise for several years helped out a neighbour by 
walking her dog. When the dog went to the great  
kennel in the sky they were heart broken even though 
they had never actually owned the deceased. 
 

Pepsi is excellent medicine for ‘broken hearts’ and just 
one glance at the photo will explain why. 


