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INTRODUCTION


My father’s father died long before I was born. I knew only a little about him from my father’s memories, photographs and a few artefacts. As I began researching his life for a family history project, I discovered that much of what my father remembered being told was incorrect. His wartime had not been spent in the Royal Flying Corps, flying observation balloons. Instead he had been in the Royal Naval Air Service, employed as a hydrogen worker at Kingsnorth Airship Station.


This led to more questions. Where was this station? What did a hydrogen worker do? Who was he working with? I started looking for a book or a website that would answer these questions and quickly realised that to find the information I wanted, I would have to search in a lot of places. Not surprisingly, one piece of information led on to a new avenue of research. I joined forums and asked questions, and I am grateful to the many enthusiasts who got back to me with suggestions of where to find information that would help me in my quest. I borrowed and bought books on airships and their role in the First World War. I visited the Fleet Air Arm Museum, the National Archives, the Medway Archives, the Imperial War Museum, the Museum of English Rural Life and the RAF Museum at Hendon.


As I pieced together information from this wide array of sources, I realised that others might be interested in the document I was creating. I began noting my sources so others could track down the raw information, the inclusion of which, though fascinating, would have made this a multi-volume tome.


No doubt as soon as this is published, someone will point out another source of information of which I was unaware, and I will discover more things that I should have included. There will be the odd error, misinterpretation and omission, possibly more than most, as I started from a point of knowing practically nothing. If you find anything amiss, I ask not only your forgiveness but that you take the time to contact me and put me right, quoting your source, in case a second edition is ever called for.


Tina Bilbé


19 April 2013
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THE SITE


There are two places named Kingsnorth in Kent, one near Ashford and one on the Hoo Peninsula. It was at the second, Kingsnorth Farm on the north bank of the Medway estuary, conveniently close to Gravesend and Chatham, that the Royal Navy chose to build its air station. The military uses for flight, both in terms of airships and aeroplanes, were only just being recognised in the early 1900s, as airships were being developed in continental Europe and the Wright Brothers pioneered aeroplanes in the USA. Airships, with their longer range and greater carrying capacity, looked to be the more promising form of air travel, and aeroplanes, though faster and more manoeuvrable, were seen to have more limited use initially. Craft both heavier and lighter than air were experimented with in the area during the Great War. Had the airships not come to Kingsnorth, it would probably have changed as little over the last hundred years as it had in the century before.


TOPOGRAPHY


Kingsnorth is on the southern shore of the Hoo Peninsula, an area of land stretching between the River Thames to the north and the Medway to the south. ‘Hoo’ in fact means a spit of land. This low, flat, marshy ground on the north-east Kent coast is bisected by the A228, known locally as Ratcliffe Highway. The area is still dominated by agriculture, in contrast to the urban sprawl of Strood, Rochester, Chatham Naval Dockyard and Gillingham to the south and west.


GEOLOGY


Much of the underlying ground at Kingsnorth consists of sandy silt overlying clay, with an area of gravel to the north-west of the site. The southern area of the site is shown on old maps as Hoo Marsh. Boreholes sunk in 1997 and 1999 revealed a complex sequence of sedimentary deposits laid down over the last 100,000 years.


ARCHAEOLOGY


This low-lying area was subject to flooding so there was never any substantial settlement. A Neolithic flint arrowhead and Beaker pottery indicates that hunting groups passed through and there is evidence of summer grazing and salt-working in the Bronze Age, but these suggest only seasonal use of the area. There are signs of more sustained agriculture during the time of the Roman occupation, with evidence of pottery production and drainage ditches having been cut.


HISTORY


The Hundred of Hoo was owned by Harold Godwinson when he marched to defend his newly acquired kingdom in 1066. William the Conqueror gave Hoo to his half-brother Odo, Bishop of Bayeux, and the Domesday survey gives Beluncle as a manor in this parish, though Kingsnorth and other nearby farms are not mentioned. From the thirteenth century onwards, areas for farming were being enclosed by walls to prevent flooding, but these would have required constant repairs.


In the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, Beluncle Manor was owned by the Cobham family. Richard Webb bought it in 1788, and by 1861 Beluncle and its surrounding farms were owned by William Miskin. On 1 December 1860, Charles Dickens published the first instalment of Great Expectations in the weekly periodical All The Year Round. The bleak landscape of the Hoo Peninsula is described so vividly that literary historians have been arguing for many years about the exact location of the graveyard where Pip met the convict Magwitch.


EARLY TWENTIETH-CENTURY KINGSNORTH


Between the census of 1851 and that of 1911, Kingsnorth Farm, Barton’s Farm and their accompanying cottages were home to an ever-changing array of farm labourers, shepherds, waggoners and carters, along with their wives and children. Beluncle, on higher ground nearer Hoo, is where the farmer Walter Miskin lived.


In 1903 Walter, Arthur and Frank Miskin were in arbitration, regarding the Admiralty’s purchase of land for the Chattenden Naval Tramway, and in 1906 Kingsnorth Farm was purchased by the Admiralty so they could use the marshy shoreline for a torpedo range. The farm buildings and arable and grazing land were leased back to Walter Miskin.


Old Beluncle House was destroyed by fire in 1905 and replaced by a modern brick farmhouse. Miskin’s only son died in 1908 and around that time he and his wife moved to White Hall Farm, North Street, Hoo. By 1911 Beluncle was occupied by a farmer named James Robinson. At Kingsnorth Farm were waggoner Stephen Pope and his wife and three young children. Sparrow Castle housed a shepherd and a farm labourer, both married with children, and three of these men’s older sons were working for the government as general labourers (possibly at the munitions depot at Lodge Hill).
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A contemporary picture of the area in 1917 from a copy of Flighty, RAF Museum, Hendon.





A local man, writing about the farm in 1917, remembered that the farm had hedges to create neat fields where flocks of sheep and herds of cattle grazed. Ditches criss-crossed the site in all directions, draining the land. The flowing water in these ditches provided ideal conditions for watercress, and eels were plentiful here. There were several rabbit warrens, wild duck and other game frequented the marshes and the area was a favourite shooting ground for Mr Miskin and his friends. The reed beds in Damhead Fleet were regularly cut for thatching and other uses during the winter months. Arable crops such as swedes were also grown on the farm, the last crop being a field of radishes for seed. The farm workers in the main farmhouse and those in Sparrow Castle had gardens full of produce beside their dwellings. Away from the marshes, cereals, vegetables and fruit were grown.


THE COMING OF THE AIRSHIPS


There are a number of factors to be considered when selecting a site for an airship station: the higher the airships are above sea level, the less lift they have so the less weight they can carry; obstructions such as hills or high buildings in the vicinity must be avoided; and meteorological conditions are very important, as places which are regularly affected by thunderstorms or gusty wind conditions are unsuitable when ships have to be manhandled into their sheds.


When the Royal Navy’s director of works at Chatham went to Kingsnorth Farm in the late summer of 1912 during his search for a suitable site to place an airship shed, the flat agricultural landscape at this location seemed ideal for the purpose. It was near to sea level, with prevailing winds north-east and south-west, and the land was already owned by the Admiralty, though leased to the local farmer for grazing, and so by the middle of October they were negotiating to buy back the lease, which still had a couple of years to run, and marking out the ground for the first airship shed. The shed needed to be positioned in line with the prevailing winds to minimise the risk of an airship being caught in a crosswind while being towed into or out of the shed, which could cause considerable damage to the ship.


In January 1913, estimates were made for the cost of building two airship sheds but by February the Admiralty decided the sheds needed to be larger and new estimates had to be drawn up. The cost rose from £52,000 to £63,500. Add to this the £2,504 17s paid to Mr Miskin the farmer for the early surrender of his lease and you can see that this was already a very expensive undertaking. Part of the deal with Miskin was that he would become an Admiralty tenant and pay rent on the grazing and farm buildings until June 1913, at which time the Admiralty had the right to demolish the buildings. Commander Masterman filed a report pointing out that facilities for repairing and refitting the airships would be needed, and that this would not only involve space for the work but also accommodation for the people undertaking the work. He informed the Admiralty of a particular difficulty regarding the maintenance workforce: that the work of sewing envelopes at the Royal Aircraft Factory was principally done by female labour and that the job needed six months’ training. He proposed bringing four women in from Farnborough to do this work.


On 20 March 1913, Admiral R. Poore, Commander-in-Chief, the Nore (the Nore is a sandbank at the mouth of the Thames Estuary and gives its name to the navy command responsible for the Thames and Medway areas of the North Sea), wrote to the Admiralty with concerns about the suitability of Kingsnorth as an airship station. The reasons he gave were mainly financial. He knew, from the setting-up of Eastchurch, that the cost of providing accommodation and utilities for a station with some 200 officers and men would be ‘heavy’. To these costs would be added those of constructing a road over the marshes and a pier over the mudflats to facilitate access to the site. Secondly, he wrote, ‘The position amongst the marshes will probably be unhealthy.’ The fact that the buildings in this area were all occupied by agricultural labourers, with the farmers employing them living on higher ground, indicates that this was not an unreasonable assumption. Admiral Poore’s suggestion was that the airship station should be sited near the railway, close to Port Victoria. Had his concerns been delivered earlier the site might have been changed, but it appears likely that the acquisition of the site and plans for the sheds were already too advanced for a change of location.


The navy was aware that the marshes throughout the Hoo Peninsula were a breeding ground for mosquitoes and that outbreaks of malaria had been common since Roman times, though less so in the early 1900s. To reduce the chance of another serious outbreak in military establishments, it was decided to avoid sending personnel who had suffered from malaria in the past to serve on the peninsula.


Work on the first airship shed began in April. It took a month to prepare the ground and put in the concrete base before Messrs Hill and Smith Ltd, Constructional Engineers of Brierley Hill, Staffordshire, could begin erection of the steel-framed, iron-clad shed. There were still fifty men working on this shed when the Chatham News ran an article about the works at Kingsnorth in August.


Once it had been decided that the naval airship development and production work would be carried on at Kingsnorth, speed of construction became an issue. At the beginning of July 1913, Messrs Vickers Ltd, a leading firm of airship-builders, were given the task of erecting a second shed within three months and, to hurry the job along, they obtained permission to import a prefabricated shed from Germany. This shed, made by Dalacombe, Marechal & Hervieu Ltd was longer than most they produced and the roof was probably clad in corrugated iron for maximum protection from the weather. Although the design was quite complex, the buildings were easy to erect (the company claimed that forty men could erect one in just ten hours) and the speed of erection is certainly why they got the contract.


The purchase of a German-built shed prompted Mr Hunt, the MP for Ludlow, to ask questions about the Admiralty’s tendering process. He argued that the work should have benefited British carpenters, many of whom were unemployed at this time. The fact that the contract specified that all the workmen involved in preparing the site and erecting the shed must be British nationals was offered as reassurance that British workmen would benefit from the Admiralty contract.


Work started later in July. The piling for the wooden shed was sub-contracted to Messrs West Bros of Rochester. The imported shed consisted of not only the woodwork but all the metalwork that would be needed for erection, right down to nuts, bolts and screws, and required some 300 railway wagonloads to transport it from Cory’s Wharf, Rochester, to Beluncle Halt, the nearest railway siding to the Kingsnorth site. So much material was required that the siding had to be extended. Transport from Beluncle to the construction site must have been a massive operation, employing considerable amounts of labour.


The design was very clever. The A-frame trestles were erected first at 12ft 6in centres. Each one was fitted with a worm-driven winch for raising (or lowering) the roof. The central portion of the roof trusses was assembled on the ground, including purlins, rafters and canvas covering (or corrugated metal sheeting if in exposed locations), and was then raised high enough to fit the spandrels at either end. The complete roof section was raised by winches and locked in place with automatic catches. The trestles were braced together with wire ropes and the complete shed was then clad. Corrugated iron may have been used to clad the roof; contemporary photographs clearly show wooden sides on this shed.


A large amount of scaffolding was required in order to erect the shed, and sometime during the last three months of 1913 a fatal accident occurred, in which two of the workmen on the site died: John Henry Worker, an experienced scaffolder from St Pancras, aged 55, and Thomas Timms, who was 52 and had a wife and five children, two of whom were still dependent. Timms’s widow and children received £291 4s compensation from Vickers. The bodies of both men were returned to London for burial at the cost of £12 10s each. Vickers paid for the funerals and then deducted the funeral expenses from the compensation owed to each family under the Workmen’s Act. Timms’s widow took Vickers to court and won back the funeral expenses in January the following year. The Chatham News reported on the court case. The local undertaker felt so strongly about the way his services had been portrayed that he wrote to the paper to ensure his reputation was not damaged by the case.


Despite the use of a prefabricated shed, it appears to have taken about a year from preparing the ground to the wooden shed being completed and fitted out ready for use.


Contractors employed by the navy were given strict instructions regarding their workforce. They were all to be bona fide British subjects, they had to be suitably housed and there were also clear guidelines on fair wages. Some of the contractors arranged accommodation for their workers in Bell Lane, Hoo St Werburg. Vickers, in addition to constructing the wooden airship shed, were given the job of erecting the silicol plant for hydrogen production and built on-site accommodation for their workers, which later housed naval personnel until suitable bunkhouses were completed.


The hydrogen-generating station, gas tanks and fuel tanks were all situated at the heart of the site, rather than on the far side of the airship sheds, as modern health-and-safety regulations would dictate had they been building the station today. The danger of explosion should the purity of the hydrogen be compromised was considerable.
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The metal shed on the left with the wooden one beside it under construction in April 1914. To give you an idea of the scale, the dark area between the sheds in front of the triangular structure is a man leading a horse and cart. (Fleet Air Arm Museum, A/STN 0326)
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An early aerial photo. The metal airship shed can just be seen in the top left of the picture. The open space in the centre was soon to be filled with buildings and gas tanks to hold the large quantities of hydrogen needed as production of airships increased. (From a photo album donated to the Fleet Air Arm Museum B0412 F/0044)





In order to plan the accommodation needed for incoming personnel, Commander Masterman began drawing up reports on what work would be undertaken and estimates of the number of staff required to carry out these duties. Between March and October 1913, the list of staff needed for the smooth running of the station grew, increasing the requirements for accommodation of not only naval personnel but a considerable number of permanent civilian workers.


Accommodation for naval personnel was less than ideal, and as the year progressed barrack huts for the 120 single men who would be arriving in May the following year to work on the airships were needed as urgently as sheds for airships. On 8 November 1913, page 7 of the Chatham News carried a column about this, stating that the Admiralty was asking both the District and Parish Councils to assist them in finding accommodation for eighty married men and their families. There were not enough existing cottages available in the area and builders were having difficulty raising the money to build more to house the Admiralty staff because a change in government policy might empty them just as suddenly as the requirement had arisen.


By the end of May, Commander Masterman had started submitting lists of equipment that would be required for the airship workshops dealing with maintenance of the ballonet envelopes, woodwork relating to the hull (car, stabilising planes and so on), engines and auxiliary machinery, and rigging. The following month he resubmitted his list of civilian repair staff for airship bases and added to it draughtsmen, an instrument-maker, a photographer and a pensioner to serve as chief armourer. Commander Masterman concluded, ‘I consider the early training of the naval repair staff fully as important as the training of the airship crews & handling parties, since the one is useless without the other.’


Chatham’s Director of Works, John H. Oakley, and the Superintending Civil Engineer, John W. Stone, soon realised that they needed more land for the growing airship station. They had already approached Mr Miskin in December 1912 and he passed the matter on to his solicitor for advice.


On 24 July 1913, Oakley and Stone submitted a request to the Admiralty for the purchase of an additional 81½ acres. The Admiralty surveyor, another Mr Oakley, had valued the land at £30 an acre, as only 19 of the 81½ acres was arable land (the rest being marsh). However Mr Miskin’s solicitors estimated that the land was worth over £104 an acre, on the grounds of its connection to Admiralty works and property adjoining. Proximity to the railway would also have increased its value. The Admiralty decided that a compulsory purchase order would be expensive and that arbitration might uphold a higher valuation on the land, so they gave permission for an initial offer of £2,445 to be made and, should that offer be rejected, a second offer of £4,250 be made. The Admiralty was keen to take possession by Christmas 1913 but Miskin was in no hurry to sell his land at Barton’s Farm and held out for a higher price. He also refused the suggestion that he lease the land to the Admiralty. By February 1914, the Admiralty were again considering compulsory purchase but eventually terms were agreed with Miskin’s solicitors and there followed an extended correspondence between April and September 1914 to complete the purchase.
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The land originally bought by the Admiralty is surrounded by a thick outline and the land they wished to purchase to extend the station shaded in grey. The proposed railway extension from Beluncle Halt can be seen coming in from the top left corner of the map. (Medway Archives SRDC/982/8)





While negotiations were being undertaken for the land, plans for improving facilities at the site were being proposed. A folder of correspondence between Commander Masterman RN, Farnborough, the officer in charge of the Naval Airship Wing, and H.E. Oakley, the Superintending Civil Engineer at Chatham Dockyard (this appears to be a third Oakley who had taken over from John W. Stone) gives detailed information regarding what was being built and how much it was costing.


The estimate for works, dated 2 January 1914, includes ground-clearance and the construction of clearing ditches, the building of new roads, a pier and a light railway, the erection of a boiler house, an electric light and power station, a hydrogen generating station, putting in a water supply for drinking and to the electric and hydrogen generating stations, a coal store, petrol store, oil store, engineers’ workshop, garage, blacksmith’s forge, first-aid room, an office and an explosives store. Also required were one steel shed (Hill and Smith) with tinted glass windows, trenches for rails and sleepers, concrete under doorways, electric cable pits and pipes and hydrogen trenches, one timber shed (Vickers), plus an extra charge for doors and housing accommodation (presumably for the doors to slide in), handling arrangements for airships (for example, mooring rings) and a wireless station. Separate quarters and mess arrangements were required for men, officers and petty officers, and a cookhouse, meat store and latrines also needed to be built. There were fire-prevention arrangements for the boiler house and trenches for steam heating.


The cost was around £130,000. Mr W. Harbrow, J.C. Whettam and a builder who simply used the initials J.W.G. were three of the building firms who benefited from this expansion. Many of the buildings at Kingsnorth used the same basic architectural plans as would have been used for erecting buildings overseas. They were colonial-style, single-storey buildings constructed mainly of wood and galvanised iron, which were very quick and easy to put up in most environments. If the records of Messenger & Co. Ltd, another of the contractors working on the site a few months later, are a good representation of the amount of work involved in building accommodation for the men, then a hut housing sixteen men in hammocks cost just over £166 and took four men about six weeks to build from start to finish. Building work was seriously hampered by the muddy conditions.
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Building plans for increasing the accommodation and facilities. The main farm buildings were still standing to the east of the airship sheds when this plan was drawn up. (National Archives AIR1/408/15/236/2)





The following year, 1915, more buildings were required to cater for the growing needs of the station. These included a laundry as well as rubber and dope laboratories.


The station required not only buildings and personnel but fixtures and furnishings. Requisition orders for equipment were also underway: stoves for cooking and heating the galvanised-iron huts, fire extinguishers and medical supplies were added to those for sewing machines and tools for the production and maintenance of the airships.


Another necessity was rapid communication, and arrangements were made to switch the telephone line known as Chatham 1 to Kingsnorth, with the proviso that it could be quickly reconnected to Chatham when the commander-in-chief at the Nore required it.


Commander Usborne was appointed to the command of Kingsnorth Airship Station in April 1914.


During May and June personnel began to arrive at Kingsnorth and the newly appointed Commander Usborne was concerned that off-duty men would spend time in Hoo or Rochester. He described Hoo as, ‘a particularly undesirable village, full of public houses of the low agricultural type’. And on these grounds, towards the end of June, he requested permission for a ‘wet canteen’ on site so the consumption of alcohol would be under his control. He proposed providing games and indoor recreation facilities and had future plans for garden allotments and so on, ‘so there is no reason why the place should not become a happy, self contained, colony’. F.R. Scarlett, the inspecting Captain of Aircraft based at Sheerness, had no such illusions. He stated his opinion that ‘its provision would not prevent liberty men visiting Hoo and Rochester’. Nevertheless, Commander Usborne got his wet canteen.


As the station developed, a large number of new staff and builders started to arrive. As a consequence, orders were given to sentries guarding the airship sheds regarding increased security. The lack of office accommodation was also causing problems and a request for furniture that could be used in the officers’ mess as an interim measure was made.


THE FORMATION OF THE RNAS


In the first decade of the 1900s, both the army and the Royal Navy had been developing aerial capabilities. In 1912, the Committee of Imperial Defence decided to amalgamate the Army Air Battalion and the Air Wing of the Navy to form the Royal Flying Corps, consisting of two wings. The naval wing was under the command of Commander C.R. Sampson but in overall control was Director David Henderson, who had been Director of Military Intelligence for a decade.


The navy was unhappy about its air support being under the control of the Royal Flying Corps, which they perceived as being controlled by the army, so on 23 June 1914 the navy gained permission to break away and formed the Royal Naval Air Service. By mutual consent all airships were transferred to the RNAS. Admiralty papers in the National Archives indicate that the Astra-Torres airship was already at Kingsnorth and official transfer of the Parseval, two newly completed airships, experimental work and accompanying personnel from Farnborough took place on 27 July. One source says that Kingsnorth Airship Station was finished by June 1914 and another that it was still under construction at the time of the move. The decision to relocate the development programme was almost certainly the factor which necessitated further building work. From the documents, it appears that the Royal Navy were already planning for the move about six months before the formation of the RNAS was announced. Buildings for storage and manufacture, along with experimental laboratories and a large power house, were added to the original station. The assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand on 28 June 1914 was the incident that started the war but it is clear that tensions had been growing for some time and war came as no surprise to the British Armed Forces.


DURING THE FIRST WORLD WAR


When Britain joined the war on 4 August 1914, Wing Commander Usborne, commanding officer at Kingsnorth, reported on the personnel at the station. Including himself there were nine officers, seventy-seven Air Service ratings, an airship ‘handling party’ of forty-eight boys and two petty officers on loan from a nearby depot, a military guard of two officers, and sixty-two NCOs and men, plus one officer and twenty-nine men building a blockhouse, which was some distance away from the main complex of buildings as it is not on the 1916 site plan. Accommodation was not ideal. Military personnel were accommodated in tents and the handling party were in the former Vickers workmen’s buildings.


A telephone was installed in the petty officers’ cabin, which was situated between two living rooms. Unfortunately it was difficult to hear when the telephone rang and a request was sent off for an extension bell on 9 November.


Once orders for building work had been sent out, tenders were invited for the supply of tools. Tenders were accepted and orders placed towards the end of September for a coppersmith’s forge, grindstones for sharpening tools, a hacksawing machine, a drilling machine and a 20in pillar drill.


By 17 October, foundations had been laid for a cooling tower and fuel oil-storage tanks. A machinery house was also under construction, with the intention of housing an oil-driven electricity generating plant for the station by the end of January 1915.


At the beginning of November, the new silicol plant, which was to supply hydrogen for the airships, was being tested. The geology was causing problems, with the water supply carrying large quantities of sand and grit into the machinery. To get around this, it was proposed to add a large tank into the water system, which would need to be cleared of sediment every two hours.


The coal stores at Kingsnorth were used to supply ships as well as for hydrogen production.


On 26 November 1914, HMS Bulwark, a 15,000-ton battleship, was moored at buoy no. 17 at Keyhole Reach on the River Medway, taking on coal from Kingsnorth. At 7.50 a.m., as the crew were having breakfast, an explosion ripped the ship apart. Debris from the explosion fell up to 4 miles away. Of the 810 crew on board, only nine survived and they were all badly wounded.


The local papers immediately suspected sabotage. Another ship had coal loaded by the same group of workmen and disappeared soon after, so the reporter suspected one of those men was responsible. The subsequent naval court of enquiry (held at the Royal Naval Hospital, Gillingham) found that much of the ammunition for the ship’s guns had been stored in the corridors between the eleven magazines, and that either a fault with one of the shells or overheating cordite near a boiler room bulkhead could have started a chain reaction which destroyed the ship. The wreckage is still there and is now classified as an official war grave.
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HMS Bulwark around 1900. (Michael Pocock, Maritime Quest website)





During November and December 1914, building work was continuing. An officers’ and men’s mess, was erected and also accommodation for fourteen men (described as a ‘hut’ in the contract) was put up by Messenger and Co., a Loughborough-based horticultural builder. The Admiralty stressed that all the workers must be bona fide British subjects and required the firm to provide a list of their workforce. Messenger’s foreman was F. Harris and his reports confirm that Admiral Poore’s predictions about the difficulties of the site were well founded. There were delays getting the building materials to the site from Sharnal Street Station to Beluncle, and more getting them from Beluncle to the site. The rain in early December softened the ground so they were wading about in soft clay and the manager at head office was frequently writing to ask why things were taking so long.


On 29 December, Foreman Harris reported to head office that there had been a serious gale that had done a lot of damage. The top of one of the airship sheds had been blown off and glass was blown out of the windows of many of the huts.


Mr Oakley, the supervising civil engineer, must have been reasonably satisfied with the work as he used Messenger and Co. again in 1915 to build a second motor garage. The subcontractors used by the firm seemed less impressed with them, as there is correspondence in Messenger’s files of firms chasing them for payment.


The overall site foreman, Mr Ferrett, put contractors in touch with John Blackman, a local carter from Pearce’s Farm, 5 Bell Lane, Hoo. He was apparently the only local man with a cart available to transport goods from Beluncle Halt to the airship site. (Charlie Mills, the local carrier, was probably only set up to carry items by road and his wagon would have been unsuitable for the boggy conditions at Kingsnorth.) The builders at Kingsnorth needed to get supplies of building materials quickly and considered that their job should be Mr Blackman’s top priority. Unfortunately for them, John Blackman found the two-mile trip from the farm broke up his day so he was unable to undertake other tasks, and he was more interested in ensuring the needs of his regular employers were met. This was the cause of considerable friction during both building jobs undertaken by Messenger and Co.
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