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Aerial view of Portsmouth with Gosport in the foreground and Whale Island to the left, 1930s.
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HMS Drake lying alongside South Railway Jetty. She was built at Pembroke Dockyard and completed for service in November 1903. She was recommissioned at Portsmouth in January 1905 as flagship of the Second Cruiser Squadron of the Atlantic Fleet, Rear Admiral HSH Prince Louis of Battenberg. She was torpedoed and sunk by U-79 off Rathlin Island, north of Ireland, on 2 October 1917.
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Portsmouth Harbour with armoured cruisers and pre-Dreadnought battleships filling the scene, c. 1910.




PREFACE AND


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


Home of the Fleet is intended to show the changes that have occurred in the old Royal Dockyard at Portsmouth over the last hundred years. It is not meant to be a complete history of the dockyard over that period for it is too big a subject for a picture book, which is exactly what Home of the Fleet is, a book of photographic images over the last one hundred years, broken into ten-year chapters. I have tried to add interest to each of the periods with a small account of the main events of the time. In some chapters not all the main events are covered for they are too numerous for the size of this work. On occasions I have taken the liberty of interpreting what the yardmen may have felt. Some may say I am wrong in doing this, but I entered the dockyard in 1952 and served until 1993, when I took early retirement and went to work for the Portsmouth Naval Base Property Trust in the Naval Base. At the time of writing I am still employed by that organisation. So for most of my life I have been in the dockyard; working, laughing and grumbling; often cold, wet, hungry and tired; at times fed up. The pulse of the dockyard matey has been my pulse.


One must always be mindful that the story of the dockyard is also the story of the development of the warship. The two cannot be divorced, nor can the story of the city of Portsmouth be separated from the dockyard. The city grew up around the dockyard and owes its very existence to it, and the dockyard is at Portsmouth because of its geographical location in relation to Europe and local shipbuilding resources. The city is in essence the people and it was the people who populated the dockyard.


In considering the history of the city of Portsmouth and its great institutions, such as the parks, libraries, esplanades and beaches, along with the fine Guildhall, it is well to consider that they might not have been built had it not been for the blood, sweat and tears of the dockyard men and the dockyard they served. Nor would there have been the need for the great works of fortification that surround the city, and which are so much a part of its history. In the heritage area of the dockyard the story of the great historic ships and the Royal Navy is displayed for the world to see and enjoy; but, regrettably, nowhere is the story of the dockyard told. An industry that was at one time the largest single industrial complex in the world, it was often in the forefront of industrial technology and today is the oldest naval base in the country with a history spanning 800 years.


The Portsmouth Royal Dockyard Historical Society was founded in 1982 with the hope of telling this story. In 1994 the society gave way to the Portsmouth Royal Dockyard Historical Trust which now pursues this aim. It is sincerely hoped that Home of the Fleet will prove both enjoyable and informative to the reader and enlighten those who have wondered what went on behind the dockyard walls.


The majority of the research material for the text of this book has come from the Dockyard Collection. Little of the collection is catalogued. In consequence, searching for material of specific periods of time has been almost impossible. It has been a case of trawling through odd bundles of signals, memos, orders and work books in the hope that something of interest would emerge. In the end the investigations usually raised more questions, which my shipwright training, although not essential for research, was often of great help in understanding. The Docking Register is a record of all dry-docking, undockings and slipping that took place in the yard’s dry docks. I have found it to be a most useful source of reference in gauging the flow of work in the dockyard and it would make an excellent future publication for ship buffs. For material on the latter part of the century, I found the dockyard’s own newspaper, Trident, from January 1969 to March 1994, of great value. For the early part of the century the city’s own newspaper, the Evening News, was another valued source of reference, as were the City of Portsmouth Corporation Records. Often it was the finding of an odd signal or memo that set me on the trail to a fascinating discovery. Regrettably, at times the discovery was outside the scope of the book and will have to wait another time for its telling. The silhouettes at the head of each chapter are from my own shaky hand and any errors are mine. All of the photographic images have come from the photographic collection of the Portsmouth Royal Dockyard Historical Trust and the photographic collection of the Royal Naval Museum at Portsmouth. To Stephen Courtney, the Curator of Photographs, go my thanks for his valued assistance with this work.


I would sincerely like to thank the publishers, Sutton Publishing, members of the Royal Naval Museum and the Portsmouth Naval Base Property Trust for the patience and kindness shown to me after the book was started in 1999, when in December of that year I was struck down with a stroke that left me paralysed on the left side of my body. (I am left-handed.) They did not give up the idea of my finishing this book even though I had, hence the long delay in its completion. A debt of gratitude is owed to the late Dr Chris Howard Bailey of the Royal Naval Museum, whose persistence in bullying me into finishing this work, is now greatly appreciated. I should also like to thank the Director of the Royal Naval Museum, Cambell McMurray, and Peter Goodship of the Portsmouth Naval Base Property Trust for their help and kindness in completing this work. Also to Lorraine Carpenter of the Property Trust go my thanks for her patience and valued help in the final drafting. I am indebted to Keith Thomas for reading the final draft of the book; he was Chief Executive, Royal Dockyards during the difficult period of the 1981 defence review and his comments were of great value. I should also like to thank Victoria Ingles, Lynn New, Jeannette Luczkawski, Archie Malley and members of the Dockyard Trust Support Group for their assistance. To everyone I am truly grateful.


Brian H. Patterson


‘Olrig’


June 2005


Brian Patterson passed away peacefully in February 2012.


This book is one of his many legacies. His encyclopaedic knowledge of all things relating to Portsmouth dockyard and his many funny stories and anecdotes are irreplaceable. He will be sorely missed by everyone who knew him.


Stephen Courtney


April 2012
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The association of the Royal Navy with Portsmouth is as strong as ever. In this photograph taken on 4 April 2012, the new Type 45 destroyer HMS Dauntless leaves Portsmouth Naval Base for her first deployment, travelling all the way to the South Atlantic and the Falkland Islands.
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The first iron-hulled, sea-going, armoured battleship HMS Warrior of 1860 in Portsmouth, 1880s.




HMS Formidable
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CHAPTER 1


THE VICTORIAN PERIOD,


1837–1900


No other period in naval history has seen such change in thinking and design of warships as the Victorian era. When the young Queen Victoria came to the throne in 1837 the British battle fleet still consisted of sail-of-the-line warships of the Trafalgar period. True, there were improvements in design, but to all outward appearances the wooden bulwarks of old England, manned by men with hearts of oak, seemed unchanged. The smooth-bore cannon still lorded the waters within its small and inaccurate range.


When the great queen died in 1901, the seeds of the Dreadnought battleship were germinating in the minds of men: engines capable of driving the ship through the water at 22 knots, electricity, the locomotive torpedo, wireless telegraphy, telescopic gunsights and rangefinders controlling guns that were able to throw an 850lb shell more than 10,000 yards. The submarine and torpedo boat were matters of concern for the far-seeing naval tactician. In these weapons they could see an end to the close blockade, the principal weapon for an island race against its European enemies. With weapons such as these in enemy hands, British squadrons would be prevented from sitting on the doorstep of an enemy port. Such was the change in sixty years.


To the British public in general it was ‘sixty glorious years’ of towns growing up around the artisan’s dwelling place, of gardens, bathrooms and forecourted houses. Gas and electricity were revolutionising domestic living standards, while trains and trams unified distant parts of the country. London was now within one and a half hours’ travelling time of Portsmouth by rail, a far cry from the days of the stagecoach. Towns boasted of their water and sewage treatment plants, their schools and lending libraries, their churches, and people’s parks where the populace could walk on a Sunday afternoon. The seaside was accessible to the inland population of the country and a new development, the Victorian seaside pier, became a much-sought-after attraction. It was to Portsmouth, with its seaside resort of Southsea, that the populace came and paid their tuppence for a deckchair in which to sit on the beach, eating their winkles and whelks from rolled-up cones of newspaper, as they stared out across the historic waterway of Spithead, while the great ships of the world’s most powerful navy rode at anchor, or steamed majestically in and out of Portsmouth Harbour past the seafront. They felt safe and secure behind this sure shield, with an immense pride that their country was the head of the greatest Empire the world had ever seen, one on which it could truly be said that the sun never set.


For the Royal Dockyard at Portsmouth it was sixty years of continuous change. Steam had revolutionised the dockyard, but it was the increase in the size of ships that made it grow in overall area. At the end of the Napoleonic Wars in 1815 Portsmouth boasted the world’s first steam-operated dry-docking complex, comprising six stone dry docks surrounding the ‘Great Stone Basin’ (No. 1 Basin). These were all interconnected by underground culverts terminating at an underground reservoir, which was originally built as a wet dock. It was emptied by pumping into the harbour, using a Bolton and Watt steam engine, installed in 1798. Mobile steam pumps were introduced in 1803. Steam made possible the first mechanised wood mill and later the world’s first mass-production factory for the manufacture of ships’ pulley-blocks. There was also a highly mechanised copper mill. All this naturally increased the demand for fresh water and so its extraction from wells was mechanised, using steam as the motive power. Naysmith demonstrated his steam hammer in 1832 at the dockyard smithery. Steam was also introduced for the testing of ships’ anchors and chains in Stoney Lane in the dockyard. Despite all these changes the general size of the dockyard had hardly changed, but for a few acres.
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Looking north up through Portsmouth Harbour, c. 1898. Although the wooden-walled ships are not named, it is known that Victory, St Vincent and Wellington were in the harbour at this time. Marlborough was in the dockyard, as were Hannibal and Asia as receiving ships. The Ariadne was joined by a bridge to the Donegal to form HMS Vernon. The original Vernon was renamed Actaeon. Other wooden-walls were the Pitt coal hulk, Royal George, receiving ship for the Royal Yacht, and the Edgar, built in 1859 as a 91-gun two-decker. She was the last wooden line-of-battleship to serve in the Channel Fleet. For many years she was a quarantine ship anchored off the Mother Bank.
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The 1890s. Another view of the harbour, facing north. The white ships alongside the jetties are troopships. The harbour chain-ferry can be seen to the right of the picture.


The first Victorian expansion of the dockyard was brought about by the need to build, service and install steam machinery into ships of the fleet. The Steam Basin (No. 2 Basin), the surrounding dry docks and workshops were built between 1843 and 1848, with further buildings and docks being added over the next ten years.


When Queen Victoria opened the Steam Basin on 25 May 1848 it marked the final acknowledgement that steam was to be the prime motive power for the fleet in the foreseeable future. These new works confirmed the prestigious position the dockyard had held for many years as one of the largest industrial complexes in the world.


Who could have foreseen that within twelve years this great new steam complex would be rendered inadequate with the building of the iron battleships Warrior and Black Prince, the largest warships in the world? Portsmouth had only one dry dock that could accommodate these two new leviathans, No. 11 Dock, and this was still in the process of being built. A further dock could be gained if the caisson dividing Nos 7 and 10 Docks was removed. As these ships would become the rule for future naval construction and not the exception, then clearly a whole new complex of dry docks and basins would have to be built.


So it was that in 1864 the Lords of the Admiralty were granted the necessary parliamentary powers to enclose 180 acres of harbour mudlands and part of Portsea Island for the building of four basins, three dry docks and two locks, with the provision for a further two dry docks at a later date to accommodate a new fleet of Warrior-type warships. It is mainly this complex of docks that serves today as the Naval Base Repair Facility. From the building of the Warrior until the 1880s the Royal Navy was to see many strange types of warships added to the strength of the fleet. In common with other navies of the world of this period, fleets progressed from the broadside ship of the sailing era to the armoured-citadel type vessel, through to the muzzle-loading turret and on to the open-barbette battleship, finally emerging as the turbine-driven, all-big-gun battleship of the Dreadnought class.


It was many of these early types of ship that the First Sea Lord, Sir John Arbuthnot (Jacky) Fisher, referred to as ‘too weak to fight and too slow to run away’, in dealing with his great reforms of the Royal Navy. The policy of maintaining a fleet of twice the strength of the strongest European power ensured a steady naval building programme of which the dockyard at Portsmouth received a major share.


The introduction of the steam battleship also brought great fear to Britain, for now an invasion force could cross the Channel and land in a matter of hours. No longer would ‘they’ have to await favourable winds. This threat was eased slightly with the signing of the Franco-Prussian peace treaty, for it saw an end to the Bonaparte reign and the birth of the Third Republic. However, it also saw the unification of the South German states with the North German Confederation to form the German Empire. In January 1871 King William of Prussia was proclaimed the German Emperor at Versailles. Part of the treaty conditions was the splitting of the Alsace-Lorraine provinces, with their large iron- and coalfields, in Germany’s favour. It was not long before Wilhelm, the German Kaiser, was to introduce and in time vigorously pursue a naval building policy that would be a direct challenge to the Royal Navy and the British Empire.


In 1903 Fisher became Commander-in-Chief at Portsmouth, the stepping stone to the First Sea Lord’s position, which he was offered in May 1904. He insisted on taking office on 21 October, Trafalgar Day. Fisher had always stood for change, reform, efficiency and readiness. If war was to come to the Empire, as he believed it would, then he was determined to see a British fleet ready to ‘hit first, hit hard and keep on hitting’. It was his vigorous reforms and building policy that were to culminate in a ‘Grand Fleet’ the like of which the world had never seen, nor would ever see again. Portsmouth’s Royal Dockyard was destined to be the lead player in these great events, setting records which would be almost impossible to match even today as the great international battleship-building race gained momentum and hurtled towards the first great world war.
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The Royal Naval College in 1865. Built between 1729 and 1732, it was the Royal Naval Academy until 1806, then served as the Royal Naval College from 1808. The Royal Naval School of Navigation opened in 1906 and served until 1941, when the building was seriously damaged by German bombing. The school was evacuated to Southwick House and became known as HMS Dryad. The building to the left of the picture is thought to be the old military guardhouse.
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Overlooking No. 2 Basin and on towards Fareham, c. 1899. In the bottom left-hand corner can be seen the tall 40-ton sheerlegs and, nearby, a chain dredger. No. 5 Slipway and the building sheds can be seen at the back of the long Steam Factory (1845). Two torpedo boats are moored at the entrance to No. 11 Dry Dock which also has torpedo boats in it, and nearby two boilers are being transported on railway trucks. A light cruiser is moored to the outer wall.
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HMS Iris lying alongside Pitch House Jetty. Iris was a dispatch vessel (second-class cruiser) built at Pembroke Dockyard and completed in April 1879. She became a tender to HMS St Vincent at Portsmouth for mechanical training of boys in 1903–4 and was sold in 1905. In the background can be seen the wooden sheds covering Nos 3, 4 and 5 Docks. These were designed by Sir Robert Seppings in the late 1820s. They were remarkable structures in that the roofs were supported on rows of wooden pillars and the expanse of the roofs was supported on the principle of trussing with a complete absence of cross-beams. The sheerlegs were built in 1835–7 and were 142ft high. The date of the picture is thought to be around the 1890s.


[image: image]


The torpedo boat destroyer Hasty in the tidal basin of the dockyard, c. 1895. Hasty was built at Yarrow in 1894 at a cost of £36,000. She had a maximum speed of 27 knots and a crew of fifty-three. She was sold in 1912.
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The dockyard as it was in 1898 before the building of C and D Locks. In the foreground is No. 9 Dry Dock followed by A and B Locks. Just above them is Fitting Out Basin No. 3 and to the right is Rigging Basin No. 4, with Repairing Basin No. 5 in the bottom right-hand corner. The Fitting Out Basin became the present day C and D Locks. The promontory dividing the Rigging Basin and Repair Basin was demolished to form one large basin, apart from a small section on the eastern side which is the promontory in No. 3 Basin today. Note the signal station on top of the Main Pumping Station in the bottom right-hand corner.
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The old Marlborough Gate in 1898. The original dockyard wall of 1711 and the police building on the left of the picture are still there today, but the little houses, pubs and shops have long since disappeared, mainly as a result of German bombing in the Second World War. The land was taken over by the yard in 1944. In the dockyard this area was known as the Marlborough salient because it almost cut the yard in half. Its absorption within the dockyard boundary was blamed on the German bombing, but it had been planned in the 1920s and 30s.
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