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It is appropriate following the year that marks the 60th anniversary of VE Day to 
examine the traces, which the Second World War left on the landscape around 
Lancaster. Much of this has to be based upon field survey and oral recollections of 
people who were about at the time, for the little that exists in the way of official 
record tells only part of the story. Already the traces of defence works, mainly from 
the early part of the War, and especially 1940, are passing out of memory. A person 
must now be at least 68-70 years old to have even the haziest recollection, and older 
still for these memories to be detailed. 

At the beginning of the war Lancaster and its area were justifiably considered to be 
reasonably safe. There was little strategic industry and a large rural hinterland lay to 
the north and east. The greatest risk was from bombers unloading their cargoes if they 
lost their way or failed to make targets such as Barrow-in-Furness, with its strategic 
shipbuilding industry. However, during the spring and summer of 1940 the 'Phoney 
War' gave way to a German attack on the west, with the sudden fall of France and the 
occupation of neutral Belgium and Holland (Gilbert 1995). All at once the Channel 
coast of Europe was in German hands and Britain appeared next in line for invasion. 
It was in the context of that sudden threat that many of the defensive structures were 
set up over a very short space of time. Some continued to be modified until the 
likelihood of invasion receded. Other new devices were introduced as counter
measures to air attack. This continued until the Luftwaffe lost its power to strike and 
the main threat instead came from the new V-weapons (King and Kutta 1998), of less 
relevance to the north of England because of their limited range. 

The so-called 'Battle of Britain' was fought by Germany to establish air supremacy, 
without which no invasion could be contemplated, as a necessary preparation for 
Operation Sealion, the conquest of Britain (Gilbert 1995). The British response was in 
part in order to survive at all as a combatant and in part to deny that air supremacy. 
German tactics were to try to lure up all British defences against huge combined raids 
by fighters and bombers, and to destroy them. British tactics were to use the 
advantage of the new radar to bring in just sufficient defence forces, and as late as 
possible in order to conserve flying time, which meant that the German fighters often 
ran out of fuel. 

It has recently been argued by a German historian (Kieser 1999) that the invasion of 
Britain was not really a serious war aim for Hitler, and that the apparent threat was 
more concerned with establishing a position of strength for diplomatic advances. This 
may be true, but both the Wehrmacht and the Luftwaffe seem to have been convinced 
of the reality of his intentions, and detailed preparations were made. The Battle of 
Britain denied the Luftwaffe its superiority and tailed off into the bombing of cities, 
the so-called 'Blitz'. [Blitzkrieg, confusingly, from which this was derived, meant 
'swift war' and was concerned with combined operations by tanks, motorised infantry 
and dive-bombers to seize or destroy strategic points, not with area bombing 
(Deighton 1979)]. Operation Barbarossa, the invasion of the Soviet Union, which 
began in the summer of 1941, effectively put paid to any realistic thoughts of an 
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invasion of Britain (Gilbert 1995). Resources were diverted away from the Channel 
coast and this theatre of war became a relative backwater until the reverse invasion 
took shape in 1944. 

THE GERMAN VIEW 

First of all, let us look at the view from, as it were, the other side of the hill. An 
official German Wehrmacht appreciation of Britain dated August 1940 had this to say 
about Lancaster and Morecambe (H Edmondson pers comm.): 

' ... (Rivers) 

Lune 

At the end of the estuary lies the town of Lancaster. It is accessible by ships of 300 
tons. 

(Towns) 

Lancaster 

County Town 

43,400 inhabitants. 

On the slope of a hill the town lies at a distance from the coalfield and has fallen 
behind in its development those towns of the county, which lie within the coalfield. 
The coast is very silted, so goods must be fetched to the town from the outport of 
Glosson [sic] on lighters. 

Castle, Town Hall, church of St.Mary. 

2 Hospitals, 2 Lunatic Asylums. 

Gasworks with fuel extraction plant. E.W. [?] Barracks. 

Port installations: Two wet docks at Glosson [sic] Dock (closed by a simple lock 
gate). Dry dock for coasters and river quays. 

Trade and Transport: Imports: Timber, Cereal, Linseed Oil, Cork, Clay ( 110,000 
tons). Exports: Coal, Linoleum, and Salt. 

43 ships in overseas trade with 19,267 grt (1937) 

2781 ships in coastal trade with 2,116,374 grt (1937) 

Fishery. 

Industries: Bus- and locomotive-works, cotton and woollen industry, artificial silk 
manufactory, oilcloth, grain-mills. 

Morecambe and Heysham 

County of Lancashire 

24,500 inhabitants. 
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2 bathing resorts on the west coast of a projecting peninsula in the neighbourhood of 
Lancaster. Heysham is the steamer-port for Belfast and the Isle of Man, as well as 
harbour for fast and freight traffic to Ireland. 

Ruins of St Patrick's Chapel. 

Hospital, Gasworks with fuel extraction plant. 

Harbour: navigable passage of 10-14 metres depth of water. One dock (14.6 hectares 
in area, 1800 metres of quay, 91.4 metres wide at entrance, 4.2-12.1 metres depth of 
water), with two large warehouses, railway, cattle pens and 15 cranes of 1.5 to 60 tons 
lifting capacity. 

Trade and Transport: Overall total 1936: 354,526 tons, import of timber and beef 
cattle; 2,000,000 tons annual ship movements. 

Military Significance: Coastguard base for surveillance of the Irish Sea. Coastal 
battery of four guns to the north-east.. .. ' (trans A White). 

The above is culled from a series of volumes brought back from Germany after the 
War by David Francis Walker, who was on a special (intelligence?) mission there. I 
am grateful to Heidi Edmondson for letting me see the original. 

There is little in the descriptions that could not have been culled from pre-War guide 
books, but the intelligence was backed up by a separate campaign of aerial 
photography (Babington-Smith 1957), which went on long after there was any 
likelihood of Germany being able to mount an invasion. While the aerial photographs 
are mostly now in the USA, a few survive in England, including a detailed analysis of 
the tank farms at Heysham (now in the City Museum, Lancaster) which recently 
helped to resolve a question over soil contamination! 

EVACUATION 

In 1939, with the declaration of war and the likelihood of aerial bombing of cities, a 
major evacuation of children took place from the most threatened places. 
Significantly, the Lancaster area was chosen for evacuees from Salford at this time. 
Later, children from Liverpool and London were sent to this area when the 'Phoney 
War' ended (Turner 1961) and the so-called Blitz began. A Salford school was 
evacuated to the old Hostel at Homby (now Lunesdale Court) and the scholars 
attended Homby School, somewhat to the consternation of the Headteacher, as can be 
seen from Homby School Logbooks. 

'1 st September 

School closed all day owing to being a receiving centre for children from evacuated 
areas. 

4th September 

School closed for one week by Government Orders. 

11 th September 
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School reopened. 39 children from St Ambrose School, Salford and 9 senior children 
from Burton in Lonsdale admitted.' 

PHYSICAL EVIDENCE OF DEFENCE 

The physical remains in the countryside date mainly from the period of acute anxiety 
about invasion, in May and June 1940, when France fell and Britain seemed to be the 
next likely candidate. A rushed programme of action produced defences such as 'pill
boxes' (Wills 1985), gun emplacements, minefields, tank traps, ditches, and anti
landing devices aimed against aircraft and gliders. 

Once again the Lancaster area was not in a naturally strategic position for attack. The 
South Coast presented the greatest opportunities and was in fact the obvious target for 
Operation Sealion, which the German High Command had developed. However, it 
must have been felt that there was a considerable risk of a feint attack by the 'back 
door', exploiting long and relatively unpopulated coastlines on which to land, perhaps 
by way of Ireland, to draw away and divide the defenders. In any case this illustrates 
the defenders' dilemma, having to prepare for attack anywhere, while the attacker can 
refine the area to be attacked, as the German military planners found in their tum in 
1944. The area of Furness, Cartmel and Lancaster was one thought likely in British 
military planning, although a feint into East Anglia seems to have been favoured in 
early German invasion plans (Gilbert 1995). 

In the time available General Ironside, who had been given the task of preparing 
against invasion, drew up a plan based upon defence in depth (Alexander 1999). It 
was accepted that a landing by massed troops and panzers could not be stopped at the 
beaches, but might be held by a series of strong lines inland. It was unlikely that static 
defences alone could hold off an invader - the fall of the forts of the Maginot Line had 
already demonstrated the fallacy of that principle - but a series of strongpoints could 
buy time for defenders to rally and counter-attack. This led to the building of a series 
of 'stop lines', a rather amorphous mixture of pill-boxes, gun positions, minefields, 
ditches, barbed wire, road blocks and even secret weapons such as fire fougasses, 
incendiary traps which could be detonated remotely. These stop lines can still be 
partially recognised from the surviving elements, but it must be assumed that they 
would have been more formidable at the time. Weak points would have been 
reinforced as an invasion developed, while much of the hardware was removed when 
the threat passed. Several major lines were backed by lesser ones, and at a local level 
the picture seems even more complex, when canals and railways were seen as useful 
holding points. It can be difficult to read the strategy at a local level, since some 
strongpoints seem to have been designed to be held against the west, and some against 
the east. Undoubtedly it would make more sense seen from a regional perspective. 

Two on-line sources are available for the study of these wartime defences. They are at 
www.britarch.ac.uk/projects/dob (a site titled The Defence of Britain) and at 
ads.ahds.ac.uk/catalogue (a searchable archaeological database established by the 
University of York). The information, although very useful, is far from complete. 

Pillboxes are the most obvious artefacts, being mostly of concrete, and difficult to 
convert to other uses. Only a few still exist in our area, at Homby and at Camforth, 
with another just in Cumbria near Kirkby Lonsdale. Others stood beside the railway 
track at Crook O' Lune, to protect the bridges, on the seafront at Morecambe and 
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Heysham, and at Hillam Lane, Cockerham, while a number defended Glasson Dock 
and its access roads (Wills 1985). Experience in France showed that concrete 
structures stood up to artillery surprisingly well. The thicker-walled pillboxes were for 
this purpose, but pillboxes such as that at Hornby had walls only a foot thick, and 
offered protection mainly against rifle and machine-gun fire (Fig 1). The rather bare 
and brutal outline would have been softened in use by the addition of turf, sandbags, 
camouflage netting etc, which also helped to absorb the force of explosions and the 
resulting shrapnel (ibid). The structure was raised quite quickly, in a series of 'lifts', 
with the concrete shuttered in timber. The Homby pillbox retains very clear traces 
both inside and out of the timber shuttering. The concrete was reinforced with steel 
wire, in many cases utilising spring mattresses given in a fit of patriotism by a major 
bed manufacturer! Frequently local builders undertook the work, but at Homby no
one seems to remember its construction, so it may have been the product of an 
itinerant gang. 

Figure 1. Type 24 pillbox at Hornby, protecting Layne Bridge on the road to 
Gressingham. The longest side, containing the entrance, is 3.84 m. The concrete was 

poured in layers of approximately 640 mm at a time and allowed to dry before the 
next pouring 

What we know of these defences is greatly boosted by two men who were around at 
the time and have mapped what they remember, at Glasson Dock and at Hornby. 
These are John Gerrard and the late Mike Goth respectively. Both places seem on the 
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face of it to have more than the average number of defences, but other villages may 
have had as much, now forgotten. Perhaps they are more typical than they seem. 
Maps of both series of defences are in the City Museum, Lancaster. 

Another type of defence, the steel rotating Alan-Williams turret for machine-guns, 
existed in our area at Homby and Caton, in both cases in association with concrete 
pill-boxes. Being of metal, they were quickly retrieved for scrap after the War. 

Near the Glasson Branch of the Lancaster Canal is a brick and concrete structure with 
gunloops in its northern side and an open side to the south-west. This is to be 
interpreted as a gun emplacement. (Another identical site exists on the main line of 
the Lancaster Canal near Garstang; Osborne 2004). A field-gun would be run back 
through the open side and protected with sandbags. Again, like the concrete pill
boxes, this would have been camouflaged in operation, its outline softened by netting 
and vegetation. This type of structure is often referred to as 'brick-shuttered,' as the 
outer layers of bricks were intended to retain the concrete as it set, and unlike the 
timber-shuttered structures, were not removed afterwards. 

On the road leading from Loyne Bridge into Homby, at a point where there is a high 
bank on the left hand side, two drums were dug in below the hedge. These would have 
formed a 'fire fougasse' in the event of invasion, and would have been filled with an 
inflammable fuel/oil mixture, with an explosive trigger set off remotely, to catch the 
side of any passing column, especially its unarmoured vehicles. This was a simple and 
popular device and it would not be surprising if it were incorporated into defences 
elsewhere in the district. 

Control of bridges and crossroads lay at the heart of any successful defence scheme. 
Bridges were regarded as strategic, and most were protected by barbed wire, chevaux
de-frise, concrete blocks, chicanes in the roadway and mortar spigots, if they stood on 
river crossings. A bridge over the Glasson Branch of the Lancaster Canal also retains 
some of its concrete blocks and steel eyes for carrying wire or timber barriers. Loyne 
Bridge over the Lune between Homby and Gressingham was the focus of a number of 
devices, including a pillbox and an Allan-Williams turret. The Wenning bridge in 
Homby also had removable barriers, which could be dropped into place. Skerton 
Bridge had a series of blocking devices, the removal of which at the end of the war 
was caught on camera, one of a series of photographs in Lancaster Central Library. 
The blocking consisted of massive concrete cubes, creating a chicane to control the 
speed of vehicles crossing, painted in horizontal stripes. 

At Halton a chance find in a garden a few years ago showed that important crossroads 
would be overlooked by concealed rifle emplacements; no doubt there were many 
others. Homby had three such emplacements for machine guns or rifles at key points 
in the village street. 

ANTI-AIRCRAFT DEVICES 

With the development of bombing, various decoy devices were created which could 
rapidly lead the bombers into dropping their load on empty and marginal areas. 
Lancaster seems to have had a decoy device set at Overton and in Nether Wyresdale, 
according to Dobinson (2000, 266 [90, 137, 184]). Open areas adjacent to large urban 
or strategic areas were provided with devices such as multiple baskets of fuel which 
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could be rapidly ignited to simulate fires, thus making bombers drop their cargo on 
what they thought was a burning city, or with complex patterns of lights to simulate 
docks or marshalling yards, again for the same purpose. This system was known as 
'Starfish'. 

Other relics of the bombing offensive are the anti-aircraft gun emplacements and the 
attendant searchlights (Fig 2) Guns were grouped into batteries, with fire control, 
magazines, generators, and living huts forming part of the complex. Little seems to be 
known about these in the Lancaster area, except that they lay along the corridor via 
which hostile aircraft were expected to fly towards Barrow-in-Furness. People recall 
the noise of their firing, but not their location. Searchlights were massed in patterns to 
enable them to 'cone' an aircraft and allow its height to be estimated accurately. One 
circular earthwork protecting a searchlight survives at Newton. These, too, were 
accompanied by ancillary buildings, generators and hutted camps. Others must have 
existed during hostilities. 

~ 
Searchlight Stance Barrack? 

N 

t c 

Figure 2. The site of a searchlight at Newton, marked by the circular earthwork which 
protected it, approximately 12.5 m in diameter. Nearby is one corner of a former 

barrack block. The four houses to the south-east probably cover other elements of the 
site 

Anti-landing devices were place widely in the sea and on beaches where landing 
might take place. This is particularly badly recorded in this area, although Morecambe 
must have had barbed wire and other protection. The large numbers of concrete 
cylinders still to be seen around Glasson and its approaches were probably beach 
defences in origin. Their portability means that many have been reused after the War 
for agricultural purposes etc. 
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Figure 3. The earthwork at Newton seen from the south-east, roughly on the 
alignment of the entrance 

THE DEFENDERS 

Who was expected to defend all these sites? The Home Guard was originally 
established as the Local Defence Volunteers and regularised into a more military 
organisation by 1940, including the wearing of uniforms, partly in order to give its 
members the protection of the Geneva Convention (Gilbert 199). Individual units 
were badged to local regiments, so this part of Lancashire was badged to the King's 
Own Royal Regiment. Confusingly, North Lancashire formed an East Lancashire 
region! A list of Lancashire Home Guard members is to be found in the Lancashire 
Record Office. Further information can be found in the Museum of the King's Own 
Royal Regiment on those men badged to it. 

The Home Guard was intended to offer protection against paratroopers and other 
infiltrators, and also to man roadblocks etc. In the event of invasion it is likely that 
regular troops would have been brought up to fight, although the miraculous escape 
from Dunkirk had involved them leaving behind much of their equipment (ibid). 

It is now clear that there were also plans for the aftermath of a successful invasion, 
with certain individuals trained to act as assassins and saboteurs, with arms dumps 
and hideouts in remote wooded areas. There seems no evidence as yet for these in our 
area, but the very existence of this secret network took a long time to emerge. 

GAZETTEER 

Much work remains to be done on the relics of war in this area, especially upon the 
anti-aircraft defences, while memory still exists and while the slight traces survive. 
These lists are necessarily provisional (Lowry 1995; Wills 1985). 
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Camforth. SD 504 714. A type 24 concrete pillbox set to the west of the main West 
Coast Railway line just north of the town. The pillbox faces north, so may have been 
to command the railway rather than to use it as a stop line. 

Caton. SD 525 646. Pillbox. 

Caton. SD 535 648. Alan-Williams turret. 

Cockerham. SD 463 532. Pillbox near Hill House, at the end of Hillam Lane which 
leads up from the shore. 

Glasson Dock. The profusion of defences deserves an article on its own, of which 
SD 449 560, SD 549 559, SD 445 562, SD 451 559, and SD 449 559 are just a few 
Pillboxes. 

Glasson. Dock. Old Glasson Farm. SD 443 576. On Dobs Lane leading to Glasson 
Dock are many cast concrete cylinders, about 2' in diameter, with a central hole, to 
allow them to be rolled into place with a scaffold pole, used either as tank traps or as 
anti-landing devices. Others can be seen on the nearby lane, which leads down across 
the marsh to Crook Farm, and in and around Glasson Dock itself, especially on the 
east wall, near Railway Place. John Gerrard has mapped his recollections of where the 
various defences stood. 

Halton. SD 501 647. A rifle embrasure was discovered a few years ago in the garden 
of the house overlooking the north-eastern side of the crossroads where High and Low 
Roads meet. It had been defined by sandbags filled with concrete, which had rotted, 
leaving their contents as fossils. 

Halton. SD 498 646. The top of the Norman castle earthwork motte was dug out and 
had some concrete foundations set in it, apparently by the Home Guard and that the -
very simple - plan, on the back of an envelope, was cut in two by a Captain 
Mainwaring character and half given to his second-in-command, to avoid its capture 
by the Germans! 

Heysham. SD 417 569. Pillbox. 

Homby. had many relics, which have been mapped by Mike Goth. Gressingham 
Bridge was protected by a type 24 pillbox at SD 583 696 (Fig 1) and the holes dug in 
the top of the motte at Castle Stede at SD 584 697 were probably, like those at Halton, 
for an observation post. It is hard here to distinguish wartime disturbance from that 
created by Dr Lingard's nineteenth-century excavation of the motte (Anon 1912, 414). 
Other defences included an Alan-Williams revolving turret gun in the field near the 
pillbox and minefield at SD 588 697. There were also slit trenches in two other 
positions, and a fire fougasse set in the comer of a wood on the road leading from the 
bridge at SD 583 693. 

The Wenning bridge in the village itself, at SD 585 684, was protected with timbers 
which could be dropped into place, while at three places along the village street 
machine-gun positions were set up to control vantage points, such as the sharp bend in 
the Lancaster road where it meets Station Road. 

Morecambe. SD 439 649, SD 434 646, SD 432 645. Pillboxes. 
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Newton near Whittington. SD 596 745. Searchlight emplacement (Fig 2). A 
penannular earthwork just to the north-west of a row of four former council houses 
(Fig 3). Slight evidence exists in the middle of the earthwork for foundations. The 
former council houses occupy the site of the hutted camp. Miss North recalls the camp 
here (pers comm). Clearly this was part of a wider pattern of searchlights to allow 
'coning' of aircraft, and associated anti-aircraft gun batteries, but this is a rare survivor 
(Fig 4). 

Figure 4. Footing of a barrack block associated with the searchlight at Newton 

Nether Wyresdale. Lainsley Hill. SD 528 560. A 1941 'Starfish' site to protect 
Lancaster. 

Overton. SD 445 581. A 1941 'Starfish' site to protect Lancaster. 

Thurnham. SD 472 543. A brick-shuttered field-gun emplacement with rifle loops 
stands in a field just to the south-west of the Glasson Branch of the Lancaster Canal 
(Fig 5), between Locks 3 and 4, its open front facing south-west. The nearby bridge 
over Lock 4 at SD 466 546 is defended at its north-eastern end by two massive 
concrete blocks set diagonally (Fig 6), and by two smaller concrete blocks set on the 
parapets with steel rings projecting from their tops, perhaps to carry a steel wire. The 
Canal clearly formed a potential stop line here. Nearby, on the river Conder at SD 466 
549, stood a pillbox. 

Thurnham. SD 429 531. A two-storey brick observation tower close to the shore at 
Bank Houses, perhaps associated with a bombing range. It may be post-War. 
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Figure 5. A brick-revetted concrete gunhouse on the south side of the Lancaster Canal 
(Glasson Branch) at Thumham. In use, a field gun would have been backed into the 

open front of the housing and defended with a sandbank revetment 

Figure 6. Large concrete cubes forming part of the blocking of a bridge over the 
Lancaster canal (Glasson Branch) at Thumham 
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