
 

 

 

 

 

THE BICESTER HEROES 
Their bravery and dedication to duty will never be forgotten 

We salute Leading Firefighter  Martyn Sadler 

Firefighter Jennie Logan 

Mr Dave Chester 

The whole of the British Fire & Rescue Service was plunged into 
shock and grief by the fire that claimed the lives of 
two members of the Oxfordshire Fire & Rescue Ser-
vice and a business man. Two more members of 
the FRS received very serious injuries.  

 
The names of the deceased are 
Martyn Sadler, Jennie Logan and 
Dave Chester. Martyn was fulltime 
in London Fire Brigade and  
on-call with Oxfordshire. 

 
The fire broke out in an old World 
War One aircraft hangar that has 
been converted into a business park 
called Bicester Motion. The site is a 
former RAF base.  

 
Bicester Motion are in the business of renovating 
vintage cars and aircraft. It would therefore be sur-
prising if the building didn’t have within it volatile 
and highly flammable liquids and explosive gases 
such as acetylene. 
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An investigation into the fire and the loss of 

life began without delay. Thames Valley  

Police made it clear that their investigation 

would be into unexplained deaths and it 

would not be a criminal investigation.  

The call came on 15th May. A pump from 

Bicester Fire Station attended quickly with 

Leading Firefighter Sadler in charge of a 

crew of four. On arrival they began to lay out a hose reel and Mr Chester offered to help 

them access the building because he was a keyholder. It seems that as entry was being 

gained a massive explosion took place. This was powerful enough to lift the very large 

steel hangar doors off their hinges and caused them to collapse outwards. All four fire 

crew members and Mr Chester were buried under the collapsed doors. Martyn Sadler, 

Jennie Logan and Dave Chester were killed and the two other firefighters received  

serious injuries. The second pump crew to arrive were therefore faced with an extremely 

traumatic situation. An assistance message making pumps ten is known to have been 

sent. 

As news of this tragic incident spread throughout the nation CFO Rob MacDougall  of 

Oxfordshire Fire & Rescue Service gave an emotional interview to the press and media. 

To his great credit he did not delegate the task to a subordinate but spoke to the cameras 

and mics himself, noticeably having difficulty in holding back tears. He spoke in praise 

of all the emergency service personnel who had worked together to bring an extremely 

challenging incident under control. 

The whole town of Bicester has been shaken by the fire which has brought a reminder of 

the risks run by firefighters in protecting their communities.  

When the investigation into the cause of the fire is complete and in the public domain 

The Branch will keep the readers of this publication informed. 

Some good news is being received as we go to press. The two firefighters who were  

seriously injured at the Bicester Motion fire are recovering. One has been discharged 

from hospital. The other is still receiving hospital care. 
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IAN HEELEY MBE 

Ian began his working life at the Port of Felixstowe. 

He joined Suffolk Fire Service as a retained  

firefighter at Felixstowe. He had served for six 

years when he suffered the loss of a leg in a  

quayside accident. This ended his fire fighting days 

but not his interest in all things to do with the  

service. He committed to a most commendable life 

of voluntary service to the disabled for which he 

was recognised by the award of the MBE. We 

warmly welcome Ian to our Association. 

SHAUN DUNHAM 

We warmly welcome Shaun into membership. He 

joined Wiltshire Fire Brigade in 1992 and retired in 

2022. He lives with his wife Debby in Tawhill,  

Swindon and enjoys keeping fit, walking and  

photography as leisure activities. Many members of 

WRFA will have enjoyed serving with Shaun and are 

now able to keep in touch with him through WRFA. 

FAYE JACKSON 

Faye was married to WRFA member, Mac Jackson, who sadly passed away in 

April. We are delighted that Faye has lost no time in joining our Association 

which now gives us the opportunity to give her as much support and  

fellowship as she might need in the years ahead. Mac and Faye were good 

supporters of WRFA social activities and we hope that we shall continue to  

enjoy Faye’s company at many of our events held in the future. Faye declined 

to have her photo published with this article.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                SEE PAGE 5 FOR MENU   

The Barge, Seend, SN12 6QB 

BARGE INN, SEEND 

10th August   AGM at 12.30pm 

Lunch following AGM 

Delicious Two-Course Lunch 

£20.00 for members, spouses and partners 

£27.00 for non-member guests 

Book using the online booking form  

or  

by email to johncraig7@btinternet.com  

or 

By hard copy form sent by post on request 
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           SUMMER LUNCH 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                            MAIN 

A. Roast topside of BEEF, with horseradish sauce 

B. Roast PORK belly , with apple sauce 

C. British Roast TURKEY, pigs in blankets, cranberry sauce 

D. Baked SWEET POTATO & CHICK PEA  loaf.  (V and VG) 

                                         DESSERTS 

E   STICKY TOFFEE PUDDING, vanilla ice cream 

F. Chocolate BROWNIE, chocolate sauce, vanilla ice cream 

G. Coconut and Biscoff CHEESECAKE, vanilla ice cream  (V) 

 

LAST DATE FOR BOOKING   1st AUGUST 

 

       Need transport ?  Ask when booking 

 

                           ONLY 

£20.00 members , 

spouses & partners 

£27.00 guests 
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                                  KEN POWER 

Ken has been suffering for months with severe back pain and disability. He has 
found sitting very painful. Initially his  
consultant diagnosed a spinal condition requiring  
surgery to fuse some vertebrae. But now medical opinion 
has switched to diagnosing hip replacement as being the 
answer to Ken’s agony. Ken’s spirits have been raised by his 
consultant assuring him that his surgery is regarded as ur-
gent and it should take place in early June. We wish Ken the 
best of luck. 

 

                                   LEN BENWELL 

Len has been diagnosed after a series of tests with  
terminal cancer. He is now home in Blunsdon and a  
system of home care has been arranged to give him the sup-
port he will need. This very sad news has dealt a blow to all of 
us who have grown close to Len. His  
service to the WRFA has been exemplary and the fact that his 
ill health has forced his retirement from the  
Executive Committee is a great loss to our association. Our 
thoughts are with Len and Yve. 

 

                     PETER MILLS 

Peter is continuing his battle against cancer. He is receiv-
ing chemotherapy in blocks of three-weeks with a week’s 
break in between. The treatment is having side effects 
which are unpleasant but it will hopefully extend his life.  

Peter is in the care of more than one consultant at GWH, 
Swindon. He just wishes that they would talk to each 
other and take a more co-ordinated approach to his care. 
We wish you all the very best, Peter. 
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Junior doctors represented by the British Medical Association are not happy with the 5.4% 
pay rise from this April that the Government has offered. The Labour Government came to 
power losing no time in granting inflation busting pay rises to doctors that amounted to a 
22% increase. This came after junior doctors ( now referred to as ‘resident doctors’) in the 
BMA had taken strike action 11 times over the last two years of the Conservative  
Government. The BMA has referred to the offer they have been given as derisory because 
their claim is for 29%.  

 

DOCTORS 

THREATEN STRIKE ACTION 

AGAIN 
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The employers of the local authority fulltime firefighters offered a pay rise of 3.2% 

from 1st April. The Fire Brigades Union put this offer to the membership in a 

ballot that attracted 57% of the possible votes. The offer was accepted by a large 

majority, 82%. 

It is known that the pay negotiations are ongoing to try to reach agreement on several 

issues that could hopefully see next year’s pay deal bringing benefits to both  

firefighters and employers. 

FBU 

ACCEPTS PAY DEAL 

WITH CONDITIONS 

MATT IN BOTHER 

Matt Wrack’s appointment unchallenged to become General 

Secretary of a teacher’s trade union, the NASUWT, has got 

him into trouble The union blocked the competitor for the job 

from standing and he took the matter to law. The judgement 

means that Matt Wrack, the former head of the Fire Brigades 

Union ,must now face an election for the job. Matt has never 

been a teacher. He is blaming the Tories for his problem. 

MATT WRACK 



 

 

 

                                                                                          By JOHN CRAIG 

In the mid-1960s two members of the Leicester City Fire Brigade collaborated on  

developing a new method of casualty rescue by ladder. They were Station Officer Ken 

Nichols  and Leading Fireman Bill Denney.  

Both Ken and Bill were very experienced and competent firefighters. Ken had served for 

many years at the busy Central Station and so had Bill. Bill also carried the responsibility 

of being the FBU Brigade Secretary for many years.  

It had become apparent to Ken and Bill that the traditional carry down method of rescue by 

ladder had become increasingly impractical and difficult to apply safely and successfully at 

fires. The size and shape of window designs had changed for one thing but there were other 

serious impediments to a firefighter succeeding in carrying even a relatively light weight 

unconscious casualty out of a window opening, onto a ladder and then to ground level.  

Under the carefully staged and controlled conditions of a fire station drill yard carry downs 

as detailed in the Drill Book published by the Home Office Fire Department of the Govern-

ment were the routine method of rescuing by ladder. To challenge this with a new concept 

of ladder rescue was not easy to do and yet that is exactly what Ken and Bill set out to do. 

The power to make change lay in the hands of civil servants who had been Chief Fire  

Officers but who had not attended  a fire for a very long time and the most traumatic  

situation they had faced for years was probably the office tea and ‘bickies’ delivery being 

delayed. It was to take nearly a decade before change came. 

 

LEFT : traditional carry down 

RIGHT : The Leicester Method 
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The advantages of the face-to-face method became very 

obvious to those of us who, under the guidance of Ken 

and Bill, quickly mastered the drill. I recall in particular 

one afternoon drill session at the Central Fire Station 

when those of us visiting from Eastern Station where I 

was station officer in charge were to play the part of the 

ladder rescue team using our 35’ extension ladder. The  

duty personnel at Central Station were the casualties  

calling for rescue from the first floor windows of the hall 

above the appliance room.  

THE LADDER PITCH : To avoid obstructing any of 

the window opening the ladder was pitched with its head 

hard up under the window sill. A quick and easy pitch to 

achieve. 

ENTRY FOR SEARCH & RESCUE : Keeping low 

over the sill to avoid smoke and heat one rescuer enters 

the room to search for the casualty if he/she isn’t at the 

window already. 

GETTING OUT OF THE WINDOW : The casualty is 

laid on his/her back and dragged to the window opening 

where a second rescuer will be waiting to receive the casualty feet first. 

THE ‘MISSIONARY POSITION’! : The casualty’s legs are spread either side of the  

rescuer’s waist and the rescuer pushes arms under the armpits of the casualty and grips a 

round of the ladder. This puts the rescuer and casualty in a position closely resembling the 

position a couple adopt when making love in what is referred to in sex manuals as ‘the  

missionary position’. Most important of all is that the casualty is firmly pinned with all his/

her weight being borne by the ladder. A rescuer can safely bring to ground level a person 

much heavier than they are!  

MULTIPLE RESCUES : The dr ill at Central Station didn’t end quickly. The rescue of 

the first casualt was remarkably fast but as soon as he was off the ladder he was ordered by 

Ken to run back into the building and start calling for rescue again. The whole point was to 

show how the method could be used for several rescues and the physical effort of the  

rescuers was far less than would be the case with the traditional carry down. There simply 

was no comparison. 

George Edwin (‘Eddie’) McCoy was CFO of Leicester City at the time that Ken and Bill 

were working on the face-t-face drill and he supported their efforts to the hilt. Eddie 

McCoy was a chief who was a “fireman’s fireman” by which was meant that he never 

missed an opportunity to lead from the front at fires and was respected for it. He saw the 

value in looking for ways to improve and update ladder rescue techniques and carried  

details of Ken and Bill’s work to the Home Office but got no immediate interest from a  

tradition bound Civil Service. But then came a hotel fire in Leicester. (see page 10) 
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In the early  hours of Sunday 29th June 1969 fire 

broke out at The Belmont Hotel, De Montfort 

Street, Leicester. The fire quickly took hold in the 

staircase enclosure and 17 guests were trapped in 

their bedrooms with no means of escape.  

Leicester’s Central Fire Station is only 400 metre 

from the hotel and a Pump Escape and Major Pump 

arrived very quickly to find those in deadly peril 

calling for help from their bedroom windows. An 

assistance message indicating “persons reported” 

was sent and an immediate start was made on  

ladder rescues. As additional pumps arrived BA teams entered to attack the fire and 

search for casualties.  

For both conscious and unconscious casualties the face-to-face method of rescue 

was employed and it proved to be very practical and successful.  

Critics of the face-to-face method (and there were many) expressed serious reservations 

about it because of the missionary position being needed. It was frequently stated that 

females would object and possibly refuse to be brought down a ladder by the face-to-

face method particularly if they were dressed in night attire.  

Both males and females were brought down to safety by firefight-

ers using the face-to-face method and none raised any complaint. 

CFO Eddie McCoy was quickly in attendance and took personal 

charge of the rescues and firefighting. 17  hotel residents were res-

cued. All were taken to hospital where one was found to be 

dead. Two more passed away from their injuries later. The fire 

was confined to 25% of the hotel. 

When called to give evidence at the Coroner’s Inquest CFO 

McCoy was asked when the Belmont Hotel had last been inspect-

ed by the fire brigade? The question was very pertinent in view of 

the obvious means of escape deficiencies. Eddie McCoy answered 

that his fire safety officers had never inspected because the City Council had given the 

responsibility of fire safety in hotels to the City Engineer! There is reason to believe 

that this fire was one of several that drew attention to the need for the Fire Precautions 

Act that became law in 1971.This fire which sadly cost the lives of three people also 

proved beyond doubt that the face-to-face method of rescue was the right way forward. 

Attempts at rescue using the traditional carry down would have resulted in a greater 

death toll. Some of the windows were only 22cms wide.  
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It became apparent to those in Leicester City Fire Brigade it was a big mistake to apply the 

name The Leicester Method to the face-to face method of rescue by ladder. Local pride 

kicked in when members of fire brigades other than Leicester City were asked to use the  

title ‘The Leicester Method’. This was undoubtedly one of the reasons why adopting the 

new drill was so slow in being accepted within the corridors of power in Whitehall. So, the 

struggle continued using the old fashioned carry downs into the 1970s and some very  

difficult fire rescues took place that were dangerous for both the carrier and the fire victim 

being rescued. 

I was serving as the Brigade Training Officer in Suffolk 

Fire Service when six years after the Belmont Hotel fire I 

was one of several Brigade Training Officers summoned to 

a mysterious seminar at the Fire Service College. We were 

addressed by Norman Richards, one of Her Majesty’s  

Inspectors. With a grim face he informed us of a particular-

ly embarrassing situation that had arisen in “one of the 

south coast brigades”. Called to deal with a serious fire in a 

hotel the brigade attempted a carry down rescue of an  

unconscious woman. With difficulty the lady was passed 

onto the back of a firefighter at the head of a 50’ wheeled 

escape. The firefighter had not got very far down the escape 

before the unconscious lady slid off his back and fell until 

stopped by her landing on the escape levers. Serious  

injuries were sustained. To add insult to injury, the whole 

debacle was caught on film! 

The Home Office Fire Department reacted by contacting all CFOs and asking them to send 

to a meeting at the Fire Service College anyone who had performed a carry down ladder 

rescue under operational conditions. When shown the clip of film we were told that the 

comments of the rescuers was along the lines that they were fortunate to have avoided a 

similar accident because the traditional carry down had several flaws when attempted at a 

fire.  

Apparently, faced with these facts the Home Office Fire Department was forced reluctantly 

to accept that the time had come to review the method of rescue from fire by ladder. This 

was the conclusion reached by CFO Eddie McCoy, Station Officer Ken Nichols and  

Leading Fireman Bill Denney in Leicester City Fire Brigade nearly ten years earlier.  

HMI Richards informed us that the Home Office Fire Department was recommending the 

adoption of the face-to-face method of rescue. In order to add the Inspectorate’s “three-

pennyworth” the drill had to have a rescue line looped around the casualty's chest before  

being passed onto the ladder. A completely superfluous measure.       JOHN CRAIG 
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As this edition went to publication the very good news 

was received that our list of NEW MEMBERS needs 

another named added. DAVID JOHN HINTON,  

better known to most of us as John, joined the WRFA 

on 10th June. John joined Wiltshire Fire Brigade in 

1964 and retired in 1989. John served as a retained 

member of Wootton Bassett Fire Station, (now Royal 

Wootton Bassett, of course ). He reached the rank of 

Leading Fireman. John is married to Mary. John is not 

enjoying good health at the moment and our thoughts 

are with him.  

 

 

As this edition of THE BRANCH went to press the Government presented to 

Parliament its spending review that set out its plans for how it intends  

spending our taxpayer’s money over the next 

four years. Those involved in the care of the  

elderly were no doubt very disappointed that 

although the NHS gets a huge funding boost the 

care of the elderly is again not given any  

priority. Local authorities also have a tough 

time ahead and the care of the elderly falls upon 

them in most cases. It is also worth considering 

that it is fire authorities that carry the  

responsibility of paying our fire service  

pensions and despite the squeeze on their finances it is to be hoped that they 

meet their legal obligation to keep funding the fire pensions.  
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DO WE NEED THE AFS AGAIN? 
                 Perhaps we do but it isn’t likely to happen! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In 1968 the end of the Cold War brought about the disbandment of the Auxiliary Fire Service 

that had existed since 1938. This was understandable because the threat of war had diminished 

very significantly. How different to 2025?  

The AFS ended with superb equipment that was well designed and built to last. The Bedford 

Emergency Pumps were even brought out of ‘mothball’ in 1977 to provide the military with fire 

engines and the public got to know the vehicles under the nickname ‘Green Goddess’. 

It is a matter of fact that firefighting and fire safety resources in the UK 

have suffered a massive reduction in the first quarter of this century. 

The on call (retained) element of the UK fire & rescue service is  

struggling and instead of boosting wholetime posts to compensate many 

of these have been cut. So, dealing with peacetime demands on the fire 

& rescue service is extremely difficult. The recreation of an AFS is  

unlikely because finding the funding for it is no doubt impossible given 

the state of public finances. So, as the threat of war involving this  

country increases, should it happen we shall have to manage without an AFS. Let us hope and 

pray for peace in our time.  JOHN CRAIG 

SWINDON AFS ON DRILL (circa 1960) 



FINAL  SALUTE 

 

 

 

 

MALCOLM ‘Mac’ JACKSON 
18th June 1937 : 11th April 2025 

Mac was born in Bath but lived his early life in Calne. He attended a prep 
school and left aged 16 to join the Merchant Navy. His first, communication 
with his family when he was on his first voyage was a postcard bearing just 
the words “I am here”. It was posted in Argentina. His service in the Merchant 
Navy took him around the world three times by the time he was 21. 

Still as a very young man Mac left his sea faring life behind to join the fire  
brigade. He made the wise choice of joining Wiltshire Fire Brigade and his 
first posting was in Swindon. Mac had a personality and range of attributes 
that meant that he was well suited to a career in the fire service. He made 
friends and won respect very quickly. By the time he reached retirement age he 
had progressed to the rank of Assistant Divisional Officer based at Swindon.  

Mac was a ‘Mr Fixit’ who could be relied upon to turn his hand to almost any 
practical task and stick at it until the job was done and to a high standard. An 
example of this was when his son, Andrew, needed a complete chimney stack 
removed from his house. Mac eagerly took on the work which required  
brickwork to be removed to a skip, ceiling re-boarded, roof retiled. He finished 
the task in two days. Andrew was intrigued to see a neighbour’s house needing 
an identical job doing. A firm of professional builders took a week to do it. 

Mac always enjoyed fun both with work colleagues and family. He was known 
affectionately as ‘Mr Malaprop’ because he would often come out with a 
phrase that was a comical distortion without realising he had muddled the 
words. One of his best remembered examples of this was when he walked into 
North Division HQ and, instead of saying “I am your knight in shining  
armour” what he actually exclaimed was, “I am your shining armour in the 
night!” 

Mac was a loyal supporter of our Association right up to his end of life and he 
is sorely missed. 

Rest in peace, Mac. 
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