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William Henry Allen – family history

Mid-1700s: Great great grandfather started a   
fleet of sailing brigs between Somerset  
and South Wales

Late 1700s: Great grandfather maintained family    
farm near Bristol and shipping business

Early 1800s: Grandfather moved to Cardiff and   
represented Bristol Blue Glass company; 
Also agent for family shipping business;
Started a high class catering business 
(banquets, weddings etc)

1820s – 1846: Father continued catering business



William Henry Allen
1844: born in Cardiff

1846: his father dies aged 30
1847: his grandfather dies

1851: living in Duke Street, 
Cardiff with mother and sister

Educated in Weston-super-Mare
and Christ College, Brecon

1859: apprentice at Wern Foundry,
Llanelli

1863: Mother buys him an old 
foundry and forge in Cardiff

1865: marries Anne Mary 
Pemberton Howell





1869: disposes of foundry and
moves to London

1869: working for Gwynne & Co.

1871: living in Kensington with 
wife, 2 daughters and 2 servants

1880: forms WH Allen & Co

1881: living in Marylebone with   
2 daughters, 4 sons, 2 servants

1886: living in Westminster at
1, Dean’s Yard with at least                  

8 children…

1866

1872

1879







Left: the view from the entrance to Dean’s Yard



1886: his wife dies aged just 39 –
she gave birth to 12 children

1887: he marries Madeline 
Agnew Fedden

1887: his mother dies

1888: WH Allen’s 13th and final 
child is born

1890: Richard Allen marries his 
stepmum’s sister      









In 1880 W H Allen purchased a run-down site in York Street Lambeth  formerly owed by the fire engine 
manufacturers Merryweather & Sons, and was soon making pumps and generators.



In 1885 W H Allen received its first major order from the Admiralty. This was for steam powered 
generators to provide electricity for the HMS Devastation and HMS Thunderer. 

RMS Etruria (left) and RMS Umbria (right).

These Cunard liners built in 1884, were amongst 
the earliest supplied with circulating pumps made 
by W H Allen.
They were the end of an era, as they were the last 
large liners to be fitted with provision for sails as 
well as steam.



W H Allen York Street workforce pictured  outside the works in 1890





Fumes from the foundry affecting workers on the main signal box 
into Waterloo Station were the final straw for the railway company.
They agreed to buy the factory land for £40,000.
W H Allen now just had to find a site to move to.







January 1894



Land to the west of 
the railway was 
purchased in 
November 1893, and 
the first turf cut in 
January 1894.

Machinery from the 
York Street Works 
started to be 
transferred in the late 
summer of 1894.

By September the first 
of over a hundred 
men from the London 
works had moved to 
Bedford and the new 
factory was up and 
running.





W H Allen Queen’s Engineering Works under construction April to May 1894



Invitation to visit newly constructed Queen’s Engineering Works 1894



By 1900 the factory site had doubled in size, and 
the workforce had reached 1000 by 1905.

John Westbeech Kempster  (chief electrical 
engineer) who had been instrumental in the 
move from London to Bedford, left the company 
in 1902 to work for Harland and Wolff. This no 
doubt influenced some of the major orders for 
this shipyard later in the decade.



The first works magazine was published in April 1904, 
and then at least once a year (with the exception of 
the WW2 years).
In October 1905, on the 25th Anniversary of the 
founding of the firm, it was announced that an 
institute would be built on Hurst Grove with a dining 
room, library and games rooms etc.

In 1904, W H Allen 
was made High 
Sheriff of the 
county.
Here he can be 
seen unveiling the 
Boer War Memorial 
outside the 
Swan Hotel.



The Allen Institute ( The Allen Club) was opened by W H Allen in August 1907

The idea was that workers could use it to dine in during the day, and in the evenings the 
building would be used for recreational and entertainment purposes



RMS Mauretania launched in November 1906.
Photographed in 1918 in WWI dazzle colours.

The world’s largest ship until the RMS Olympic in 1911.
Holder of the Blue Riband for the fastest Atlantic crossing from 1907 
until 1929.

After the sinking of the RMS Lusitania in 1915, it was refitted as a 
hospital ship and as a troop carrier.
Scrapped in 1935.

Well known ships fitted out with W H Allen machinery between 1906 and 1914.

RMS Lusitania launched in September 1906.
Largest and fastest ship in the World until the 
launch of its sister ship RMS Mauritania.

Famously sunk in May 1915 by a German U Boat. 
1198 passengers and crew were killed including 
128 American citizens.

Caused anti German riots across the country 
(including Bedford) and was a factor in the 
bringing the United States into the war.



The Queen’s Engineering Works had built up 
an excellent reputation for quality products.
Many orders for engines, pumps and 
generators were received from the Royal 
Navy and commercial firms.
In 1909 Lord Pirrie, Chairman of Harland 
and Wolff placed an order for 8 generators 
for the 2 White Star Line ships that were 
under construction at his Belfast shipyard.
The RMS Olympic and the RMS Titanic 



These three sister ships built for the White Star Line 
were the biggest ships built to date when launched.

RMS Olympic (top left) launched October 1910.

RMS Titanic (top right) launched May 1911.

RMS Britannic (bottom) launched February 1914.

All fitted with pumps, fans and generators supplied 
by W H Allen.

The Titanic famously sank on its maiden voyage in 
April 1912.

The Britannic was converted for use a hospital ship 
as WWI had broken out before it was fully fitted out 
for Atlantic crossings.
Sunk after hitting a mine off the coast of Greece in 
November 1916.

The Olympic served as a troopship during WWI and 
had a successful (if eventful) life as an ocean liner 
until it was scrapped in 1935.



The fire at W H Allen in May 1912 taken from Hurst Grove





By 1908, so much work was being done for the Admiralty, that the board of directors 
were called upon to read The Official Secrets Act.
W H Allen supplied machinery for most of the new Dreadnought class battleships.

When war broke out in August 1914, W H Allen employed around 1300 workers, of which 
around 300 had joined up to fight in the first few months.
Because of the Admiralty work being done, special badges were issued to remaining workers

HMS St Vincent battleship.

Launched 1908
Fought in the Battle of Jutland 1916.



A 20 acre field in the parish of Biddenham 
had been available for sale since the early 
1900s.
In 1915, because of the increase in orders 
from The Admiralty, and the prospect of 
new work building aero engines, W H 
Allen purchased this land  for £6000.
The Biddenham Works were rapidly built 
on this site.



Once constructed, much of the dirtier work done in the Ford End Road factory 
(like the brass and iron foundry), was moved to the Biddenham site.
This meant that there were cleaner conditions in the original workshops, where 
much of the precision work on aero engines was being done.



Between March 1916 and 
November 1918, a total of 3221 
engines plus spares were delivered.

Each engine comprised of 1156 
parts, most of which were made on 
site.

The fiddly process of putting the 
engines together  was considered 
ideal for the more nimble fingers of 
the women workers.



With so many men away fighting or in training to fight, women were increasingly called upon fill 
positions that would have been almost exclusively male jobs.
At its peak, W H Allen had over 1,000 women workers out of a total workforce of just over 3,000.



A new dining hall for the women workers was opened in 1917 on Hurst Grove.



In June 1918 the works were honoured by a 
visit from King George V and Queen Mary in 
recognition for their work done for the war 
effort.
This was their first port of call in a day long 
visit to Bedford.



The King presented to Miss Wootton 
representing the women workers.

The royal party leaving the aero stores.

Inspecting the Admiralty works.





The day after the royal visit, it was announced that a 10 acre 
site near the Biddenham Works would be turned into a 
recreation ground.

The ground was well fitted 
out for a wide variety of 
sports, and even hosted a 
minor counties cricket 
match in the 1920s.





The W H Allen  stand at the British Empire Exhibition at Wembley in 1923.



William Henry Allen died 
in September 1926 at 
Bromham House.
A memorial plaque was 
unveiled in October 1927.

This can still be seen on a 
house on Hurst Grove 
next to the road leading 
to the estate built on the 
factory site.
The original factory gates 
are also sited in the 
middle of a play area on 
this housing estate.



Unveiling the W H Allen memorial plaque 



The new sports pavilion and changing rooms 1930



In October 1929, an exhibition hall was opened.

This enabled the company to show visitors and 
prospective clients a wide variety of their 
products.

Items on view included historical machinery 
made by W H Allen, and many samples of their  
current range that were available to be 
ordered.

A pair of circulating pumps from 
the RMS Mauritania, purchased at 
auction by W H Allen when the 
ship was broken up for scrap in 
1935. It was going to be put in 
their exhibition hall, but was too 
big to fit through the doors.





The early 1930s were difficult times for 
industry in general. W H Allen’s decided to 
concentrate the business on the original Ford 
End Road site.
In 1937 the decision was made to sell off 15 
acres of land on the Biddenham Works site, to 
be used to build a housing estate.
Less than a quarter of the original factory 
remained, and the old main entrance near the 
Bell was moved to opposite St Paul’s Road.


