April 24, 2003

Bomb disposal teams were put on standby and were helping the fire crews tackle the flames in army range areas.

Fire crews were forced to wait for the blaze to come to them at the range perimeter as it was deemed too dangerous to venture into the ranges´┐¢ danger areas.

Married quarters at Deepcut were evacuated twice and at the height of the blaze plans were being drawn up to evacuate Pirbright camp.

Sappers from the Royal Engineers at Minley were deployed with excavators to dig fire breaks and soldiers from and Deepcut, Pirbright and Aldershot dug trenches, acted as fire watchers and helped with traffic control.

High winds whipped up the flames and tinder dry common land helped the fire spread rapidly, destroying more than two square miles of heath.

Nearby residents were damping down their gardens with hoses in a bid to safeguard their properties.

Chief Fire Officer Steve Myers said the blaze was being treated as suspicious and the cause was under investigation.

He praised the professional way in which several organisations worked together to bring the incident under control.

More than 120 firefighters from Surrey, Berkshire, London and Hampshire raced to the Red Road after calls reporting a large fire were received at about midday last Thursday.

They believed the fire was under control by 6.30pm, only for fires to reignite with the onset of high winds early on Friday morning.

Air support was provided by the Surrey Police helicopter, which was used to pinpoint sites of new fire outbreaks across the common.

During Thursday afternoon, the fire was constantly changing direction with reports coming in at 4pm that a blaze was under way at Brentmoor Road, West End.

A police spokeswoman confirmed: ´We had the helicopter up and it reported seeing across the Bisley Ranges, that there was ammunition exploding.

The fire was then spreading in a southerly and easterly direction at about 4.50pm and we did advise residents to keep doors and windows shut as there was thick smoke along Brentmoor Road.´┐¢

Traffic chaos along the A30, A322 and surrounding roads was caused by road closures ´┐¢ and local roads were not fully reopened until last Saturday morning.

By 7.30pm Thursday reports were coming in of three fires at Donkey Town, West End, with the fire at the Maultway and Red Road under control, with the main fire at Strawberry Bottom, Heatherside.

´A short while later it was heading back towards the firing ranges,´ said the police spokeswoman. ´At 9pm on the Thursday it was reported that it was burning by the Maultway and the Minorca Road housing.´

At some points the blaze was up to 40 ft deep and had spread up to Priest Lane, West End, with numerous small fires to the north.

Fire then spread across the Maultway and the army premises were evacuated as a precaution, with the fire brigade believing the blaze would be under control.

Families living in Minorca Road were taken to Deepcut Barracks´ officers´ mess overnight Thursday and Friday where they were given shelter and rooms for the night.

Bisley camp was also warned to prepare for evacuation as 200 competitors were in the barracks for an Easter shooting contest.

The police spokeswoman added: ´The army was drawing up plans to evacuate Pirbright and the fire was 80 metres long.´

Soldiers from 11 Explosive Ordnance Disposal Regiment RLC provided bomb disposal support and two Royal Engineer Sappers operated a large earth mover for 24 hours to improve existing fire breaks.

Chief Fire Officer Myers added: ´This incident demonstrates how damaging fire can be during hot weather.

´No-one was injured, but it could easily have resulted in the loss of life or serious injury to members of the public.´

