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 Chief Fire Officer Frederick Charles Ponsford M.B.E. Q.F.S.M 

1st February 1922 to 31st December 2012 

Many former Bristol and Avon Firemen would have known my father, not 

only as a colleague, but throughout their careers as their Chief Fire Officer. 

Away from the Fire Station he was a loving family man and through the 

Avon Pensioners Association website, I am able to share some of my 

memories with you. 

Born in 1922, my Dad was a Bristol boy through and through, growing up 

in the St. Paul’s area of the city, where he attended the Newfoundland Road 

Boy’s school, before leaving at the age of fourteen to take up local manual 

employment.  

Dad was twenty when he enlisted in the Oxfordshire & Buckinghamshire 

Light Infantry Regiment in early 1942. Later that same year he married my 

Mother Rose (who was also from Bristol) whom he had met at a dance at the 

Shepherds Hall in Old Market. They were to have four children, Maureen, 

Linda, Jean and myself. 

Whilst serving with the Ox’s & Bucks, Fred answered the call for volunteers for the newly formed British 

Airborne Division, and joined the elite Glider Pilot Regiment of the Army Air Corps. The selection process 

for Glider Pilots involved rigorous and physical aptitude tests, as not only were they expected to be highly 

skilled pilots, but also capable of fighting alongside the soldiers they had transported into battle. Fred 

eventually qualified for the coveted Glider Pilot’s Army Flying Badge (Glider Pilot Wings) in 1943 and 

promotion to the rank of Staff Sergeant followed. He was to take part in three out of the four major airborne 

operations of WWII; the Normandy Landings on ‘D’ Day, the Battle of Arnhem (A Bridge Too Far) and the 

Rhine Crossing into Germany in 1945. 

 

 
June 3rd 1944 and ready for ‘D’ Day  - Staff Sergeant Fred Ponsford (middle of back row) serving as a Glider Pilot 

with “A” Squadron, Flight 17 Glider Pilot Regiment, Army Air Corps. Of the 14 men in his section, 4 made the 

supreme sacrifice (including his co-pilot) and a further 5 were taken POW during World War II. 
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After the war Fred continued to serve with the Glider Pilot Regiment on peace keeping duties in Palestine, 

until he was demobbed in 1947. 

Following such an eventful military service, Fred found it difficult settling back into the routine of Civvy 

Street and decided that the Fire Brigade might offer the type of occupation he was looking for, subsequently 

joining the National Fire Service in Bristol. However, much to his dismay, he was then made redundant as the 

peace time fireman returned, so opted to join the Gloucester Brigade instead. 

In 1948 he returned to Bristol when a vacancy arose at the old Stoke Hill Fire Station and attended most of 

Bristol’s worst post war blazes and incidents, including the famous Explosion and Oil Fire at the Regent Oil 

Company on the Royal Edward Dock, Avonmouth on 7th September 1951.  

 

 

 

This was at the time, Britain’s biggest peace time fire with Fire Fighters in attendance from all over the South 

West of England, not to mention crews from as far away as London. At the height of the blaze, six oil storage 

tanks were involved, with smoke visible more than 100 miles away, 

 

Promotion rapidly followed as Fred moved from various 

stations and, having attained the rank of Sub. Officer, was to 

spend the next three years at Avonmouth, culminating in 1958 

with promotion to Station Officer and a posting to the Brigade 

Training School based at Bridewell Headquarters, under the 

guidance of Divisional Officer Maurice Walsh. 

As a Headquarters Staff Officer, Fred continued to progress 

through the ranks, with promotions to Assistant Divisional 

Officer in 1963, Divisional Officer in 1965, Senior Divisional 

Officer in 1968, and Deputy Chief Fire Officer of the Bristol 

Fire Brigade in 1970. 

Fred’s latest promotion coincided with the move of 

Headquarters from the old Bridewell site to Temple Back in 

Bristol, as well as overseeing the transformation to the newly 

formed County of Avon Fire Brigade some four years later. 

In 1974, Fred was named in the New Years Honours list, 

receiving an MBE from the Queen at Buckingham Palace for 

his public service and is pictured here with his wife Rose, 

daughter Linda and son Rob proudly holding his fathers 

award.  
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Fred always believed Officers should lead from the front and this was never more apparent when, in April 

1980 as Avon’s then newly appointed Chief Fire Officer, he was called out to attend the St. Paul’s riots. On 

arrival he was briefed that the police had withdrawn to regroup and therefore the safety of anyone entering the 

area, including the emergency services, could not be guaranteed. Faced with an unprecedented situation, Fred 

decided to join a crew in an appliance as they drove forward into what could be best described as a war zone, 

with many premises now well alight and vehicles overturned. The appliance soon came to an angry mob 

blocking the road, when Fred got down, strode forward and some “frank words” were exchanged with the ring 

leaders. He made it clear to them that unless they allowed the crews through, then the whole area could burn 

down, including their own properties. After this, the appliances were permitted to proceed and tackle the 

blazes, although there were still one or two “minor skirmishes”. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Interviewed by the Bristol Evening Post afterwards he said of the incident - “I’d a few advantages as a local 

man. I grew up in St. Pauls: I knew it and its people. It was frightening at the time mind you”. For his actions 

that night, Fred was awarded the Queens Fire Service Medal for distinguished service. Dubbed by the national 

press at the time as “Bristol’s Modest Hero” he insisted that the award was for the whole of the Avon Fire 

Brigade and the Firemen who had attended the St. Pauls riots that night. 

Link to TV Interview 

 

Fred maintained an active role with the 

Glider Pilot Regimental Association and 

regularly attended the Arnhem 

commemorations held in Holland. 

 

Decorations:- 

1939 - 45 War Medal 

1939 - 45 Defence Medal 

France and Germany Star 

Italy Star 

1939 - 45 Star 

1943. Army Flying Badge 

1945 - 48 Palestine Medal 

Fire Service Exemplary Service Medal 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_x7wXeRQ54U
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1974 – M.B.E 

1980 – Queens Fire Service Medal 

The above photograph was taken in September 1983, at the annual Arnhem commemoration, Double Hills 

near Paulton, Somerset, with Lt. Col. Iain Murray DSO, his commanding officer in the Glider Pilot Regiment 

1 wing. Fred is wearing the coveted Army Flying Badge (‘Lion with Blue Wings’) on his Fire Tunic. He was 

also on the committee that planned the memorial built at Double Hills to remember the first casualties of the 

Arnhem operation when a glider crashed in the field here. 

Fred retired from the Fire Brigade in 1984 after 37 years of service and to commemorate the event, was invited 

by Harold Bangert, Manager of the former Crest Hotel at Hambrook, to celebrate this special occasion. For 

many years Harold was very supportive of the Fire Brigade and the events held to raise money in aid of the 

Fire Services National Benevolent Fund. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Terry Walker, Harold Bangert, Fred and Rose Ponsford, Rosalie Walker 

His retirement party held at Brigade Headquarters was a memorable evening, with many tales exchanged and 

major incidents revisited. The evening culminated with Fred and Rose being towed around the Headquarters 

perimeter by other officers on a vintage horse drawn fire engine. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Brian Freeguard Graham Watkin     

Peter Shilton Ken Young 

Jack Roe    Brian Townley 

Monty Britton Tony Townsend 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fred and Rose Ponsford sat on a Horse Drawn Fire Engine being pulled by eight of his Fire Officers 
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Divisional Commander Monty Britton was a colleague and friend of my Father, who worked with him in the 

Brigade for many years and recalls him with fondness.  

“Firstly Fred liked to remind you (with a wry smile) that he along with some other members of  the Brigade 

at this time such as Len Silman, Bob Esson and Ron Bowden were all from a local school which they 

affectionately called the ‘St. Pauls Academy’. Fred was proud to have joined his local brigade and move up 

through the ranks. 

My first meeting with Fred, was when I was posted to Bridewell following 

completion of the Brigade Training School. At this time the Brigade were 

working a 60 hour week and consisted of three squads of seven personnel on a 

change-over basis, thus providing the twenty one required to man the 

appliances at the Station. I therefore worked with him on one duty in three. 

Fred had recently been promoted to Leading Fireman on his squad with a 

responsibility to instruct any newcomers on the standards required. I found him 

to be a quiet person with a good knowledge of his job and with a deep pride in 

the Brigade. He was also well thought of by all members of his shift which 

consisted of a mixture of former Police Fireman, N.F.S. members who had 

served during the Blitz and like Fred, ex. members of the Armed Services who 

had joined the Brigade following Demob. 

Fred was interested in most aspects of the Brigade and was also an especially keen sportsman. Shortly after 

joining Bridewell, he asked me if I would be interested in playing football for the Brigade team, which at the 

time he was the manager. They were playing in the Bristol Wednesday League which consisted of teams such 

as the Bristol Police, Royal Air Force, Bristol Buses and other organisations who were able to field a team 

on Wednesday afternoons. 

Fred dedicated himself to the Brigade and served at many of the main stations in the area. He however had a 

particular interest in the Avonmouth Station with the associated Chemical and Shipping risks of the Oil Basin 

and Port. Fred would also ensure that he attended most of the major incidents that occurred during his service 

such as the Fairfax House blaze and the Park Street explosion. However, in my view, his actions during the 

St. Pauls riots were memorable and outstanding. 

Fred also showed a keen interest in the I.F.E and was nationally recognised for his work in setting standards 

and examination procedures. In common with many other ex. Armed Services personnel, he was reluctant to 

talk about his wartime experiences and in particular Arnhem.” 

With fond memories, Monty. 

 

Following retirement, my parents moved to South Wales to be near the family. Here he spent much of his 

spare time helping out on his daughter’s farm near Usk and was also kept “busy” as a grandfather to eight 

grandchildren. He was a very keen gardener and liked to follow the fortunes of Bristol Rugby and Bristol City 

Football Club. 

Dad was also involved with the Avon Fire Service Pensioners Association, until the years finally began to 

take their toll on his health. My Mum Rose left us in 2006, with Dad passing away peacefully in his sleep on 

New Year’s Eve 2012 at the age of 90. 

My Father’s distinguished military service and promotion through the Brigades ranks to the position of Chief 

Fire Officer, whilst serving with the same brigade for most of his working life, was truly remarkable and in 

keeping with his old regiment’s moto “Nothing is Impossible”. 

 

Rob Ponsford. 

1st August 2015  


