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Arnos Vale Cemetery Trust – PRESS RELEASE

Double 70th anniversary for Bristol wartime history 

The funerals for the first air raid casualties killed in the ‘Bristol Blitz’ took place at Arnos Vale 70 years ago this week. The night raid of 25th June 1940 dropped bombs on Knowle, Bedminster, St. Georges, St. Philips, St. Pauls and Brislington, injuring 32 and killing five. 

Research of Arnos Vale’s burial records is rediscovering the air raid casualties of World War Two in the 70th anniversary year of the Bristol Blitz. 

Rosina Charlotte Noel aged 42 from Brislington, and her daughter Rosina Mary Noel aged just 9, were two of the five people who lost their lives in the first air raid. They were buried together in Arnos Vale Cemetery on the 1st July 1940, are named on the memorial at St Peters’ Church on Castle Green. 
Volunteer research is underway to transcribe the burial records data of all the blitz casualties at Arnos Vale and the Noels are just some of the hundreds of individuals to be commemorated as part of Arnos Vale Cemetery’s Remembrance services in November this year.
This Thursday 8th July also marks the 70th anniversary of the death of the first British woman pilot killed in WW2, and one of just five servicewomen commemorated in Arnos Vale Cemetery, Bristol.
Elsie Joy Davison (featured in the Arnos Vale guidebook £5.99) was fascinated by flight as a child, gained her flying certificate at the age of 20, and by 23 was a ‘well known flyer’. Born in Toronto, she emigrated to England and in the 1930s became the first woman director of an aircraft company in the UK, running Utility Airways with her husband Frank Davison. 
When war broke out, women fliers demanded a part in the war effort and for the first time won the right to fly at equal pay and with the same aircraft as male pilots. 
Davison was one of these first women pilots – known as ‘Atagirls’ - admitted to the Air Transport Auxiliary (ATA) which during wartime was based at Whitchurch Aerodrome in Bristol. Though women only flew non-combat missions, they still risked their lives. Shortly before her death, Davison wrote in a letter to a cousin that her work was ‘extremely dangerous now, and I don’t know whether I will come out of it’. 
A total of fifteen women ATA pilots were killed in the war, including Amy Johnson, but Elsie Davison was the first of these. She and her instructor were killed on 8th July 1840 during a training flight at RAF Upavon in Wiltshire, apparently after carbon monoxide leaked into the cockpit.  
Davison was cremated at Arnos Vale and as an appropriate tribute to her life’s passion,  her ashes were scattered from an aircraft. 
A permanent memorial in Arnos Vale lists Davison alongside 67 other ‘members of his majesty’s forces who died in the service of their country and were cremated here’, 1939-1945. 
Felicia Smith, Interpretation Development Manager, said: “2010 is an exciting year for Arnos Vale cemetery, following the completion of our recent restoration project and official ‘relaunch’ of the site. 
“More poignantly, 2010 is also the 70th anniversary of the Bristol Blitz, a series of air attacks between June 1940 and April 1941 which levelled swathes of the city and killed 1299 civillians. Many of these people are remembered at Arnos Vale and research of our burial records is underway to list them all in time for Remembrance services, to be held at Arnos Vale this November.
“The life stories of Elsie Davison and the two Rosina Noels really sum up the determination, pioneering spirit and personal challenges faced by the people of wartime Bristol. Research at Arnos Vale is uncovering new examples of such remarkable lives all the time and visitors are regularly coming in to offer us their family histories. This all adds to the rich history of Arnos Vale and will allow us to remember them properly this November.”
Additional Information:
Do you have a family connection to Arnos Vale? Find out with Arnos Vale’s Grave Search service. 

The cemetery runs regular guided tours and holds annual Remembrance services to the war dead each November. 

Arnos Vale cemetery has recently celebrated the completion of a £5.2m project to restore its historic buildings, monuments and 45-acre grounds and launch the site as a heritage, wildlife and education centre. 
Come and see what has been achieved, find out what more needs to be done and discover why Arnos Vale is such a place to remember. Find out more at: www.arnosvale.org.uk 
Portrait of Elsie Davison in pilot’s gear - Tatler photograph December 1933, National Portrait Gallery
For more information about BAC 100 events, go to: www.bac2010.co.uk 
For article on the women of the Air Transport Auxilliary go to: http://www.bac2010.co.uk/air_transport_auxillary.php 
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