
 

 

 

Magazine of WILTSHIRE RETIRED FIREFIGHTERS ASSOCIATION   

MEMBERSHIP OF BFSA SECURED! 
For many years the WRFA has enjoyed group membership of the 
British Fire Services Association by using the eligibility provided by 
the Wiltshire Fire Brigade, Wiltshire FRS and more recently Dorset & 
Wiltshire FRS group membership. A recent proposal by D & W FRS to 
cancel membership of the BFSA created great concern for us and 
even though the proposal was not carried through it gave an  

opportunity for our Executive Committee members to consider the WRFA relationship 
with the BFSA. As a result the EC members were unanimous in wishing to take out our 
own group membership and this has been done, 

The origins of the BFSA can be traced back to 1882 and later in this edition you will find 
detail of the history of the BFSA. 

The BFSA is apolitical and takes into membership individuals, single fire stations and  
brigades/services engaged and/or related to fire protection in the UK. From this it can be 
appreciated that within the association there is a wealth of experience and knowledge. 
The BFSA website is a valuable source of detail about the work done by the BFSA and  
services available to its members.  

The National President of the BFSA is the former CFO of Surrey, Steve Wynn-Hughes MBE, 
QFSM. The General Secretary is a good friend to the WRFA, Graham Hill-Howgate who 
retired after a distinguished career in London Fire Brigade to play a vital role in running 
the BFSA administration. The Governing Council is currently chaired by Paul Basson who 
has over 40 years service in BFSA to his credit.  

Within the BFSA structure is a charity. The BFSA Members Welfare Fund. The MWF is in a 
healthy financial state and its resources are carefully managed by a dedicated group of 
trustees, one of whom is our own Peter Mills. The MWF is able to help relieve the  
financial hardship of members and there have been a significant number of grants to 
WRFA members delivered with speed and in complete confidence. 

APRIL 2025 

Graham Hiil-Howgate Paul Basson Steve Owen-Hughes 



 

 

 

 

 

 

              Spring Lunch  
Our Spring Lunch at The Riverside Hotel , Salisbury, was a very enjoyable occasion on  

Sunday 23rd March. The three-course lunch was delicious and served to us by staff who 

were very attentive, competent and charming. The general opinion of those attending 

was that the WRFA should use this excellent venue again. 
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WALKING GROUP 

Towpath Saunter 
The next meeting of the WRFA WALKING GROUP will be on St George’s Day 
23rd April 2025 when members and close family will be stepping out along a 

section of the Kennet & Avon Canal towpath. 

The walk will start from the THREE MAGPIES PUB which 
is on Bath Road (A365)between Melksham and Devizes. 
Postcode SN12 6RN. The step off will be at 10.30am. 

The walk will finish with lunch at the same pub. 



 

 

 

 

In recent weeks we have been delighted and encouraged to welcome the  

following new members. We wish them many years of happy fellowship and 

support from this association 
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STEVE PIKE 

Steve joined Wiltshire Fire Brigade in 1969 at age 16 as a 
Junior Fireman at Marlborough. He joined the retained  
service there on reaching age 18. A few months later he 
applied and was accepted as a wholetime firefighter at 
Swindon. He rose to the rank of Sub Officer in WFB and 
then transferred as a Station Officer to London Fire  
Brigade. He enjoyed a variety of postings, some operational 
and some in fire safety before retiring in 2003. Steve is 
married to Sheila and they live in Swindon. He is a keen 
photographer and enjoys D.I.Y too. He collects British  
military and fire service cap badges.  

GINA WILLIAMS 

Gina joined Wiltshire Fire Brigade in 1997 at the Brigade 
Training & Development Centre as an admin assistant. She 
rose to become the Admin Manager and retired in 2013. 
Gina is married to Barry and they live in central Devizes. 
Gina’s many interests include walking, music, dancing,  
gardening and eating out.  

CAROL DREW 

Carol is the widow of Richard and she lives in Trowbridge 
where Richard served with distinction for his long career. 
Carol loves theatre, bird watching and walking. We hope 
that she gains in many ways from her membership of the 
WRFA. 



New Members (continued) 

 

 

 

JEAN KEMP 

Jean is the widow of Fred and we are delighted that she has 
joined WRFA so soon after losing her beloved. Jean lives in  
Salisbury and she has a wide range of social activities and  
interests. Included in these are theatre, eating out, visiting  
places of interest, reading and swimming.  

JAQUELINE (JACKIE) COOMBES 

Jackie is one of those fortunate enough to attend the splendid 
Spring Lunch as a guest of Jim and Joanna Twomey. Following 
the event she applied to join WRFA as a member in her own 
right. Jackie is the widow of Martin Coombes who served at 
Wilton for over 42 years. Sadly, he passed away in 2020.  
Jackie’s interests and pass times are motor-home getaways, 
gardening, social events and taking holidays. 

WHO CAN JOIN? 

If you have served in any fire service whether or not it was in Wiltshire 

you are eligible to apply to join WRFA. Also, it doesn’t matter where you 

live now. We have members in Lancashire, West Yorkshire, Northampton-

shire, Wales, Herefordshire, Hampshire, Dorset, Bedfordshire, Somerset, 

Lincolnshire and New Zealand,  

If you are the widow or widower of a fire service member you are also  

eligible to join us. 

It matters not in what capacity you served in the fire service because all 

who served in non-operational roles are most welcome within our happy 

throng. Log onto www,wrfa.org.uk to apply or call 01380 726343 
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For WRFA lady members and their guests 

Lunch 

Sally Pussey’s Inn 
Swindon Road, Royal Wootton Bassett SN4 8ET 

Tuesday 27th May 2025   1.00pm 

No pre-ordering 

Order and pay on the day  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To book your place or places call 

John Craig   01380 726343 

Tell John if you need transport 
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                                       NEWS OF THOSE DEALING WITH HEALTH CHALLENGES 

PETER MILLS 
Peter has now been diagnosed with four tumours, one on his back, one on 
a  kidney, one on his lung and on his bowel. He awaits a consultation with 
his consultant to learn what treatment is going to be offered. He is cur-
rently controlling the pain with analgesics without which he would be in 
continual pain. These tumours add to the chronic condition with which  
Peter has been coping for a long time that affects his bowel and bladder. 

We wish Peter all the very best. He so deserves an improvement in his 
health.  

                      FRANCES MILLS 
Frances is still being severely troubled by a mysterious illness that   
doctors now think could be to do with her thyroid. Frances has  
disturbed sleep pattern and also difficulty with her gullet. Numerous 
doctors at GWH, Swindon are attempting to arrive at an accurate  
diagnosis but they don’t seem to be working as a team which is  
frustrating to Frances and to Peter. 

We wish Frances an end to her illness as soon as possible. 

                                                        

                                                            KEN POWER 
Ken has been enduring excruciating pain in his lumber region for a 
considerable time and he is soon hoping to have surgery that will fuse 
four vertebrae to bring him relief from the pain and disability. The  
operation is planned to take place at New Hall hospital on the  
outskirts of Salisbury. We wish Ken a swift and trouble free path back 
to good health. 

 

 

                               DAVE BRADBURY 
Dave recently had surgery on his back performed at Ridgeway Hospital, 
Wroughton. The operation sounds very similar to that that Ken Power is 
soon to have. Dave is making a good recovery and can’t wait to get back 
to a normal level of fitness and activity. He has a very interesting story to 
tell about health insurance. He recently received a renewal quote for a 
policy covering himself and Lorraine for £9,000.00. He opted to try Usay 
health insurance brokers (recommended by John Craig} and got a quote 
for a Bupa policy with increased cover for £3,000.00. Here’s wishing 
Dave a continued smooth path on the road to recovery. 
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Usay Compare 

If after reading Dave Bradbury’s comments above you wish to contact Usay Compare 
to obtain a quote for health insurance. Contact David Jackson 01285 864670 

david.jackson@usaycompare.com 



HEALTH MATTERS (Continued from page 6) 

PETE WIXEY 

Since our last report on Pete’s illnesses he has been diagnosed with  
asbestos in both lungs, a small hole in the heart and then he fell off his 
mobility scooter sustaining a double fracture of one leg. The leg injury 
was treated at Nuffield Orthopaedic Hospital in Oxford and when he 
came round from the general anaesthetic he was found to be suffering 
a type of dementia. It is hoped that the confusion and memory loss will 
be only a temporary affliction. It is hoped that Pete will be moved soon 
to a hospital closer to Swindon. Our best wishes go to Pete and his  
family 

 

                        DEANA GENTLEMAN 

Deana’s battle with leukaemia continues. She has found the 13 
chemo sessions she has had so far not easy to endure but her  
consultant has strongly advised her to continue because the  
treatment is keeping the disease under check. She is officially 
classed as being “stable”. We assure Deana and John that they are 
in our thoughts and we share their hopes that Deana will one day 
be declared cancer free.  

 

                                                   TONY FELLENOR 

Tony is in hospital in Bristol. He was recently diagnosed with cancer 
of the duodenum and pancreas. Sue is in recovery herself from a 
major operation on her shoulder which has left her with much pain. 
Life is therefore full of challenge in the Fellenor household and the 
WRFA is anxious to do everything in our power to assist Tony and 
Sue through this period of great health misfortune. With you every 
step of the way, Tony and Sue. 

 

                        GLENN FOREMAN 

Glenn is having to cope with several ill health issues the most  
serious of which is heart failure. He requires to take 27 pills per day 
to keep him going. He also has a chronic bowel disease called 
Crohn’s disease and this recently flared up forcing him to go to  
hospital for emergency treatment. He is now home and is grateful 
for the excellent support of his palliative care nurse. Angie is not well 
herself and since December has been poorly with what is thought to 
be a viral infection of some kind. We send very warmest best wishes 
to them. 
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CARE HOME INDUSTRY 

ON POINT OF COLLAPSE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

JUDICIAL REVIEW REQUEST BEING CONSIDERED 

Even before the current Labour Government came to power the UK care homes 
were struggling to make ends meet. The need for urgent reform of the  
financing arrangements for care of the elderly was well known but successive 
opportunities to tackle the problem have been shelved in past years.  

The election of the Labour Government brought new hope because Sir Kier 
Starmer promised that under his leadership change was high on the agenda to 
right the wrongs of the past.  

The first budget introduced by Rachel Reeves  seriously added 
to the crisis facing care homes. The rise in national insurance 
tax has piled more pressure on an industry crying out for help. 

The association for English care homes. Care UK, is headed by 
Professor Martin Green OBE. He has announced that serious 
consideration is being given to Care UK making a legal  
challenge to Chancellor of the Exchequer, Rachel Reeves, This 
will be done in the form of a law suit calling for judicial review. 

PROF. MARTIN GREEN 
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WRFA members probably wish to know more about the BFSA now that 

we are group members of the British Fire Services Association independent of the Dorset 
& Wiltshire FRS.  

The BFSA can trace its origins back to 1882 when the Midlands Fire Brigade Association 
was formed by various local authority, industrial and private fire brigades seeking to  
provide mutual support through forming an association. The value of the association soon 
became apparent throughout the UK and in 1887 the National Fire Brigades Union (NFBU)
formed with many of the 900 fire brigades that existed then joining the new association. 
The NFBU acted as an advisory body on fire protection matters and provided the fire  
service of the day in all its forms with a respected voice.  

An important development took place in 1890 when a Widow’s & Orphan’s Fund was  
created. With the passage of time this charity has gone through various name changes 
but it still exists and is active today under the title BFSA Members Welfare Fund.  

When the Fire Brigades Union was formed in 1918 to act as a trade union for professional 
firefighters the NFBU changed its name to National Fire Brigades Association (NFBA). The 
NFBA steered clear of any political affiliations and that remains the case with the BFSA of 
today.  

As war clouds gathered in the 1930s the NFBA and its component parts played a part in 
helping the government make plans for how the fire brigades would function in time of 
war. The association played a major part in the drafting of the Air Raids Precautions Act 
1937 and from this came the formation of the Auxiliary Fire Service the members of 
which made a massive contribution to the work done by the wartime fire service. 

In 1941 the fire service was nationalised and the local authority fire brigades were  
absorbed into the National Fire Service (NFS). This robbed the NFBA of the majority of its 
members but when hostilities ceased and fire protection again became a responsibility of 
local government the association entered a new era. Cities, county boroughs, and  
counties maintained public fire brigades but alongside these were a considerable number 
of private and industrial fire brigades. 

The limited resources of local authority fire brigades in the late 19th century drove many 
industries to form private fire  
brigades and this situation prevailed 
until after World War II. These  
private brigades often gave good 
support to local authority brigades 
and the NFBA and later the BFSA has 
always encouraged and supported 
this as in the case of Avon Tyres in 
Melksham. Until the closure of the 
tyre factory the work’s fire brigade 
provided two pumps and a damage 
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USHER’S FIRE BRIGADE, TROWBRIDGE 



CONTINUED FROM PAGE 9 

control unit. The works brigade was equipped and trained to match the WFB retained 
stations and provided a very valuable additional resource to help protect not only their 
own factory but Melksham and West Wiltshire. Just recently the Melksham on-call unit of 
Dorset & Wiltshire FRS has frequently been off the run due to crew shortage and first 
attendance at local fire has had to come from station nearly 8 miles away as was the case 
when a take-away business in Granville Road , Melksham suffered a serious fire in March.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From the very beginning of its existence the BFSA has strongly supported local authority 
fire services forming strong and mutually supportive relationships. In the present day the 
difficulties facing those trying to provide fire protection through local government or  
industry and commerce are plain to see. Wherever you look in the UK you will find  
community fire stations with fire appliances standing idle because there are no crews for 
them. Perhaps the time is on hand for a return to the days of private fire & rescue  
services. 

BENEFITS OF PERSONAL BFSA MEMBERSHIP 

Here are some of the benefits available to members of the BFSA: 

 Access to affordable private health care 

 Over 1,000 perks and discounts 

 50% discount on will drafting or lasting power of attorney 

 Relief of financial hardship by Members Welfare Fund grant(s). 

 Chaplaincy services.  
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IT’S A DEAL! 

The agreement is signed affiliating Avon Tyres Fire Brigade to Wiltshire Fire Brigade 



CHANGING TIMES! 
JOHN CRAIG 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Just how important is it that the fire & rescue service attends an outbreak of fire quickly? 
This may seem a silly question that attracts an obvious answer but modern times are making 
me wonder what importance the 21st century UK fire & rescue service applies to attendance 
times. Certainly, I raise my hat in salute at the obvious effort and substantial capital funding 
that is being applied to providing excellent fire appliances and superb equipment that they 
carry but I keep seeing examples of that state-of-the-art apparatus standing idle when a fire 
occurs at which if a crew was available they could have made a speedy attendance. 

In the last half of the last century in the post war years the chief fire officers placed great 
emphasis on speed and weight of attack at fires. The Home Office published Recommended 
Standards of Fire Cover  which provided useful guidance and which were diligently applied in 
order to avoid adverse comment when fire brigades were subjected to annual inspection. I 
know it was common for senior officers to arrive on surprise visits to their stations,  
sometimes in the middle of the night, and with a stop watch subject the duty crew to a test 
turn out. Woe betide the station officer if the machines were not moving out of the station 
in under a minute in the case of wholetime stations.  

On 6th April a flat was seriously damaged by fire at Westcroft, Chippenham in the early 
evening, A dog died and a man required rescue and then had to be airlifted to hospital. The 
fire was in Chippenham, but the fire attendance came from Malmesbury, Bradford-on-Avon 
and Warminster!  

On page 9 there is a reference to how fire cover in Melksham was once enhanced by a works 
fire brigade. On 12th November a kebab shop in Devizes required a 6-pump attendance. 
Melksham never turned a wheel. The assisting pumps had to come from as far away as 
Ludgershall.  

On 16th March a fish and chip shop in Melksham was damaged by fire. Firefighters came 
from Chippenham, Calne and Westbury but none from the local fire station a mile away. 

The difficulties in recruiting for the ‘on call’ section of the service are at the root of the fact 
that so often the nearest fire station to an emergency cannot respond. Once the few recruits 
that are trained and placed on call the restrictions imposed by the 21st century service limit 
their availability. How times have changed! 
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Death of DENNIS FREDERICK ROBINS CBE, OStJ, QFSM 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Although he was not a member of WRFA. The death of Dennis Robins is reported here 
with sadness. 

After service in the Royal Navy Dennis joined London Fire Brigade in 1953. He moved to 
Hertfordshire in 1957 and won a place on the first Accelerated Promotion Course 
which took him to station officer rank in 1964. He moved to Hereford & Worcester as 
an ADO in 1965 and then moved again to Dorset in 1966. Dennis was promoted to Divi-
sional Officer with a move to East Sussex where he gradually rose through the ranks to 
become Deputy Chief Officer in 1974. In 1978 Dennis was appointed Chief Fire Officer 
of Wiltshire. He retired on ill health pension in 1986 and was appointed as one of Her 
Majesty’s Inspectors of Fire Services in 1986. He retired to East Sussex after completing 
his period as a civil servant. 

For the year 19 83/84 Dennis held the office of President of the Institution of Fire Engi-
neers. 

His period as CFO of Wiltshire was noteworthy by his project to create in Devizes a 
training and development centre. Although retirement came before its completion and 
opening he also attained approval for an additional fire station in Swindon (Westlea). 

A keen golfer sadly his ability to pursue the sport became increasingly difficult due to 
the leg complaint that forced his retirement and which eventually led to amputation.  

His funeral took place in Shoreham , West Sussex at a funeral director’s chapel.  

Dennis is survived by his wife, Sylvia 

Rest in peace, Dennis.. 
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DEATH OF MAC JACKSON 

As this edition went to press the sad news was announced that MALCOLM (‘Mac’) 
JACKSON passed away on 11th April after a long illness. Mac was a stalwart member of 
the WRFA and his full obituary will be published in the next edition. 



FINAL SALUTE 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

HAROLD JOHNSON PORTER  OBE, QFSM, FIFirE 

19th December 1924 : 20th February 2025 

The WRFA was deeply saddened to lose its second eldest member in February with 
Harold’s passing. 

His long life began humbly on a small holding in Scredington in rural Lincolnshire.  
Harold’s father earned a meagre living from farming and having received only a very 
basic education it seemed very likely that Harold would have to follow in his 
father’s footsteps. Then, along came World War II and still with 8 weeks to go 
before his 18th birthday Harold cycled the considerable distance to the  
recruitment office in Lincoln to offer himself in service to the Royal Navy. The 
Royal Marine sergeant turned a blind eye to Harold being slightly underage 
and Harold was allowed to join the Royal Navy. He was sent to HMS  
Collingwood for basic training, an establishment that Harold recorded 

“turned boys into men”. 

The trade he adopted was ‘mechanic’ and the RN provided sound training. 
The war was in its early stages with Britain sustaining many defeats and  
setbacks on the battlefield. Harold’s naval career remained positive and he 
was ‘doing his bit’ when the defeats turned to victories and Harold saw  
action in the Mediterranean when Sicily and then Italy were liberated. His 
prowess as a leader brought him promotions and by the end of the war he 
had attained the rank of petty officer.  

Harold was demobbed from the Royal Navy at the end of the war and he found that he 
missed the disciplined life and camararderie  he had come to enjoy in uniform. He  
decided to join the National Fire Service and his fire service career began on 1st January 
1947 at the training school in Louth. After completing the 12 weeks of initial training 
successfully Harold was posted to Northampton.  

The NFS was disbanded on 1st April 1948 and local authorities were required to provide 
the nation’s fire protection again. Harold was ambitious and he saw that to make his way 
in the post-war fire brigade he would have more opportunities in one of the larger fire 
brigades. So he applied to transfer from Northampton to Birmingham City Fire Brigade in 
1947. This proved to be a wise move and soon after he qualified for the rank Harold was 
promoted to Leading Fireman in 1949 and posted to Kings Norton. It was there that his 
station officer insisted that Harold be known as ‘Howard’ to avoid confusion with other 
leading hands also bearing the first name Harold. Throughout the rest of his fire service 
career Harold was known as ‘Howard’.  
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By now Harold had met, fell in love with and become engaged to Sheila but she lived in 
Manchester! The problem of the long distance courtship was solved when the couple 
married on December 9th 1950 and began a long and very happy marriage. 

More promotion followed to sub officer in 1951 and it was at Perry Barr and Langard 
Street that most of his duties lay. In July 1955 Harold was promoted to station Officer and 
placed in the fire prevention department. After two years in that department he was  
returned to operational duties and appointed in charge of Moseley Fire Station. 

In May 1960 Harold moved to Hampshire on promotion to the rank of Assistant Divisional 
Officer based in ’C’ Division, Winchester. Harold and Sheila soon relaxed into a good  
period in their life as they enjoyed Hampshire very much. Harold’s good work attracted 
the attention of his Chief Fire Officer and more promotions followed in fairly quick  
succession. In his memoirs Harold records that in just four years he progressed from ADO 
to Senior Divisional Officer. 

In March 1965 Harold attended the Brigade Command Course (BCC)  following a  
demanding selection process. The course lasted three months. 

With the BCC on his CV Harold’s ambitions began to surface again and he started to set 
his eyes on posts being advertise at the top of brigades. In July 1966 Harold applied for 
the post of Chief Fire Officer of Cumberland. At the interview he found that he was the 
youngest candidate and he was outranked by all the others on the short list who were  
either Deputy CFOs or Assistant CFOs. The interview panel consisted of no less than 24 
county councillors! To his delight and surprise Harold was offered the post and on 28th 
September 1966 he took command of Cumberland County Fire Brigade. But before he  
actually took up the post he was called to an interview in London by Her Majesty’s Chief 
Inspector. At the interview Harold was informed that for some time the Inspectorate had 
been concerned about the brigade he was about to lead. Morale was low and getting the 
brigade back to a satisfactory standard would be a challenge. As the 
youngest CFO in the country Harold rose to the challenge and had to 
work hard to get the county council to spend the money needed to 
create a central fire control, provide radio on appliances, get rid of 
the NFS helmets and tunics the firefighters still wore and a long list of 
other needs. In 1971 HM Chief Inspector reported that although 
there was more to do Harold’s brigade was the most improved in the 
country that year. 

In 1974 local government reorganisation meant that Harold’s  
command was to disappear when the Cumbria Fire Service was to be 
created by combining Cumberland, Westmorland, Carlisle brigades 
and encompassing part of Lancashire and part of West Riding of  
Yorkshire. Harold was appointed to be the CFO of the new  
amalgamated service and big challenges again lay ahead in moulding the old brigades  
into the new much larger service. When the Cumbria Fire Service came into being on 1st 
April 1974 it was the second largest in geographical area in England and Wales.  

On 1st April 1980, Harold took up an appointment as a Grade 1 Inspector within Her  
Majesty’s Inspectorate of Fire Services. He resigned as CFO of Cumbria to take up the 
Royal Warrant and he could look back on over 14 very demanding but successful years in 
the Lake District during which his outstanding work had been recognised by the Queen’s 
Fire Service Medal in June 1972 and an OBE in June 1978.  

After almost 5 years as an HMI Harold retired in December 1984. He kept up a busy life in 
retirement becoming a keen member of Rotary International among his many interests.  

Sadly, Sheila predeceased Harold and he moved from Kineton in Warwickshire to Tetbury, 
Gloucestershire to be close to his daughter, Sarah. It was then that Harold joined WRFA 
and became a keen and valued member. On December 19th 2024 Harold celebrated his 
100th birthday (see THE BRANCH, February 2025). Sadly, his health rapidly deteriorated 
after the celebration.    

Rest in peace, Harold. 
DISCLAIMER : Views and opinions published in THE BRANCH are not necessarily shared by the Dorste & Wiltshire Fire & Rescue Service 
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