
Fireman Leonard Harry Smith A.F.S. 
 1893 to 27th April 1942 

 

My Father was born in South Gloucestershire, the son of Farmer 

John Smith and his wife Emily and it’s no doubt due to his life on 

the family farm that he developed his deep fondness for horses 

and was probably why, some 22 years later, he found himself in 

The Royal Horse Artillery.    

Sent to Belgium, Dad was the driver of a pack of horses and 

would relate how he often slept with his horse especially if, during 

the time on duty, it had been injured. This was often the case when 

a horse became attached to one particular soldier. Although he 

survived, my Dad spoke so little of the sadness of that War, where 

so many thousands were to sacrifice their lives. 

I have read many references written about the work in which my Father was involved after the war, when 

he became a very good engineer, making wirelesses to bring the daily news to elderly people who were 

unable to read or housebound. 

In civilian life Dad was a motor maintenance engineer with Norton Dairies 

when in 1938, he became one of the first part-time firemen to join the 

Auxiliary Fire Service in Bath. He proved to be a keen and efficient member 

of the Service and was extremely popular among his colleagues. 

On April 25th 1942, the first night of the Bath Blitz, my mother Florence, 

was doing her usual voluntary duty at the Y.M.C.A. Forces Canteen which 

she had organised in two small rooms at a premises in Broad Street since 

1940. Although Mum had a home and family to look after, she was always 

at the canteen by 7:15 in the morning supervising breakfasts for the men, 

often cooking all the meals entirely on her own; then back again at 10.00 am 

to arrange lunches, at 6.00 pm to supervise the cooked snacks for the evening 

before returning at 10.00 pm to help her team of volunteers clear up. On 

Monday evenings she organised entertainments and held weekly social 

events to raise money to enable the men in the forces to have cigarettes. 

It was at the end of a very long day that the sirens sounded, followed immediately by a bomb falling nearby. 

The electricity failed and the Y.M.C.A. was plunged into darkness but, being the person she was, Mum had 

prepared for this and produced a bundle of candles, which enabled all to see. The night watchman had been 

forced to go to his family so it fell to her to direct members of the armed forces, along with those staff who 

were in the building, to the safest area, which was under the Billiard table. My sister Evelyn and I had been 

left alone in the family home in nearby Bladud Buildings as Dad was also on duty as a Volunteer Fireman 

doing the 8.00 pm to 8.00 am watch. Worried about our safety Mum sent two Air Force men, who were 

also friends of the family, around to get us down to the cellar where we always sheltered until the All Clear 

sounded. 

It had been a horrific night and, when Dad failed to return home that morning, Mother sent us to the Dairy 

which is where we found him repairing the windows that had been blown out by the blasts of the bombs 

during the night. With paper work and bookings still to sort out he did not arrive home till 2pm. I remember 

so well how he fell asleep over his meal, not having had any sleep for the past thirty-two hours. 

On the following night, Sunday April 26th the sirens again wailed over 

the city, prompting Dad to respond to his usual post. Unfortunately, none 

of the other members of his crew had reported for duty, so it seems he 

simply went to help out at the nearest fire, which happened to be at the 

Assembly Rooms, just one of the many buildings blazing throughout 

Bath by now. A Bristol Crew were already in attendance and being hard 

pressed to bring the fire under control, sent Dad to man the pumps in 

“The Circus” in the centre of Bath. 



 

 

It would appear that, unbeknown to the fire crews, a bomb had 

landed in the grass in the middle of The Circus but failed to explode 

and lay undetected, buried in the soft earth. It is unclear whether 

the device had a delayed fuse or was perhaps disturbed by the 

vibration of the pumps but, unexpectedly, the unexploded bomb 

went off next to my Dad, killing him outright. 

Dad was missing for three long traumatic days, during which time 

we suffered in agony awaiting some news. Finally, the manager of 

Norton Dairies took it upon himself to visit all the makeshift 

Mortuaries in the City in an effort to discover his fate. 

Eventually he was found, his fireman’s belt and the service number on his uniform being the only means 

of identifying him. Had it not been for this, my Dad would have been given a number and buried in a mass 

communal grave as an unknown casualty. 

My Father, Leonard Harry Smith, was the only Bath Fireman to be killed whilst on duty during the city’s 

Blitz of April 1942 and at his funeral he was accorded full National Fire Service Honours as befitted a 

“man who met a gallant death at the post of duty.” With a helmet resting on the Union Jack covering his 

coffin, Dad was borne on a fire tender, with fifty firemen marching behind Fire Force Commander J. Cutts 

(No 17 Area) and Divisional Officer James Hurst,  

It was a very sad day for me as, back then, a 13-year-old was regarded too 

young to go to a funeral, so I had to watch from an upstairs window as the 

cortege passed by and onwards through the streets of Bath, towards Dad’s 

final resting place at Haycombe Cemetery. This vision still lives with me 

to this day and I wish I had been allowed to be with the rest of the family 

I loved so much. 

After my Father's death, Mum was awarded a widow’s pension of £1.7s.6d 

a week, but with the cost of rent, utilities etc., was forced to resign from 

her voluntary work looking after the forces at her much loved YMCA 

canteen and the Women’s Voluntary Service, to take up employment in 

order to supplement the family budget. I still treasure the farewell card they 

gave her which states “To Mrs F. A. Smith. As a token of appreciation of 

the valuable services she has rendered to the YMCA in connection with the 

Canteen. From the Voluntary Workers and Staff June 1942”. Mum sadly 

died in 1982. 

Doreen Williams 

“Daughter of Fireman Leonard Harry Smith” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Doreen’s story has been edited and adapted for the Avon Fire & Rescue Pensioners Association  

by Chriss and Penny Deverill.    25th September 2016. 

 


