
Engineering in Queen’s Park
during the first world war



Joe Bugner
Worked at WH Allen, between 
1966 & 1967

I used to give Joe a lift to work 
in my Morris Riley… he was all 
scrunched up in the front.



There was a punchbag set up in one of 
the spare rooms for someone who 
wanted to take up boxing.
Joe was a junior champion at the discus 
and was encouraged to give it a go. 

He went on to turn professional at the 
age of 17 and won the British, 
Commonwealth and European title when 
he beat Henry Cooper.

I was involved with The Marionettes and 
our next production involved a scene at a 
fairground. We needed someone to play 
the part of a strong man and I asked Joe 
to give it a go.

He was nervous about appearing on 
stage, so needed a lot of encouragement.
Every time I saw him he was grateful for 
giving him the experience of performing 
in front of an audience.



W H Allen had purchased his first factory site in Lambeth 
close to Waterloo Station in 1880. He soon had orders 
coming in from the Admiralty for generators and pumps for 
naval vessels.
HMS Devastation (left) was one of the first major warships 
to be fitted with his electrical generators in 1884.
When the company moved to Queen’s Park in 1894 and the 
factory space more than doubled, much of the new work 
involved building auxiliary engines for both the Royal Navy 
and steamship companies building ocean liners of 
unprecedented size.

From 1906 onwards, the Dreadnought class battleships 
revolutionised warfare at sea. Most of these steam turbine 
powered ships had pumps and electrical gear made by W H Allen.

HMS St Vincent (right) was launched in 1908, and fought in the 
Battle of Jutland in 1916.

During WWI it was said that the British Fleet would have great 
difficulty putting to sea without its Allen machinery.



When war broke out in August 1914 there 
were 1300 workers employed at W H Allen.
By the middle of September over 300 had 
signed up to fight for their country.
Apprentices were allowed to take a break 
in their apprenticeships, and the firm made 
generous allowances to those workers who 
joined the armed services.
Provision was also made for the widows of 
men killed on service.

The youngest son of W H Allen was an early 
casualty.
Captain John Francis Allen was killed near 
Ypres in November 1914.

Gordon Highlanders were billeted in Queen’s Park when the 
Highland Division arrived in Bedford in August 1914. Officers 
used the Allen Institute and there were three purpose built 
huts for the men on or near Hurst Grove.
The picture below shows some men from the 5th Gordon 
Highlanders outside the Allen Institute.



Many men of serving age came under pressure to sign up.
In December 1914 badges started to be issued to workers in 
industries vital to the war effort.
W H Allen issued Admiralty war service badges in early 1915.
Originally unnumbered, they had unique numbers on the back 
from 1916 to prevent fraudulent use.
These badges were designed to be worn in a button hole.





Although women were not 
called up for active service, from 
May 1916 a triangular badge 
was made available for women 
workers who were engaged in 
the war effort.
This had a pin like a brooch so it 
could be pinned to articles of 
clothing.



Both the RMS Lusitania and its sister ship RMS Mauritania 
were equipped with pumps and generators made by        
W H Allen.

The RMS Mauritania (shown below in dazzle colours in 
1918), was used both as a hospital ship and later as a 
troop carrier from 1915 to 1918.

The RMS Lusitania was sunk by a German U-boat in May 1915.
1198 passengers and crew were killed, including 128 American 
citizens.
Arthur Adams (founder of the Adams Car  Company in Elstow 
Road, Bedford) and his son William were on board. William was 
among the survivors, Arthur’s body was never found.
The sinking caused international outrage and riots broke out 
across the country (including Bedford).
Sentiments began to change in the USA over joining  the war in 
Europe. 



Arthur Adams with his son William and wife Gertrude on a works outing (left).
An Adams Phaeton car in the entrance of The Higgins Bedford (above)



After the sinking of the Lusitania in May 1915, anti-German feelings ran particularly high.
Anyone with a German sounding name ran the risk of getting into trouble with the local 
population.
At the end of the month, The Crown public house on Britannia Road was attacked by a 
mob. The Landlord, Mr Kasteleiner, and his wife were effectively run out of town and the 
pub ransacked. Order was only restored when troops from Kempston Barracks arrived to 
help the police 

The same week that the Crown  
incident was reported, Dr Fasnacht 
had a letter published to explain 
that he was of Swiss descent and 
had been born in Bedford.
He was one of the first doctors in 
Queen’s Park with his surgery on 
Hurst Grove.



The following night a mob gathered outside the premises of a Mr Scheuermann in The Broadway. This time the 
authorities were better prepared and a mounted officer backed up by military police and infantry (some with bayonets 
fixed) dispersed the crowd with only one window pane broken.
Mr Scheuermann and his son who had a shop in Castle Road were afforded protection until everything had calmed 
down.



The Olympic, Titanic and Britannic each had four electrical generators, 
all in a watertight compartment. These powered lighting, lifts, lifeboat 
davits and communications amongst other functions.

The top picture shows the four in place in the Titanic.

Left, the eight generators for the Olympic and Titanic lined up,





The Olympic with returned soldiers 
(Arthur Lismer 1918).

RMS Olympic regularly carried up to 
6000 troops from North America to 
Europe. Here she is depicted 
arriving back to Halifax, Nova Scotia 
with 5354 Canadian troops in 
December 1918.

In May 1918 the Olympic rammed 
and sank the U-103 submarine as it 
was preparing to torpedo it.



In the early hours of 12 May 1918, while en route for France with US troops under the 

command of Captain Hayes, Olympic sighted a surfaced U-boat 500 m (1,600 ft) ahead. 

Olympic's gunners opened fire at once, and the ship turned to ram the submarine, which 

immediately crash dived to 30 m (98 ft) and turned to a parallel course. Almost immediately 

afterwards Olympic struck the submarine just aft of her conning tower with her port propeller 

slicing through U-103's pressure hull. The crew of U-103 blew her ballast tanks, scuttled and 

abandoned the submarine. Olympic did not stop to pick up survivors, but continued on to 

Cherbourg.

Meanwhile, the USS Davis had sighted a distress flare and picked up 31 survivors from U-

103. Olympic returned to Southampton with at least two hull plates dented and her prow 

twisted to one side, but not breached.

It was subsequently discovered that U-103 had been preparing to torpedo Olympic when she 

was sighted, but the crew were not able to flood the two stern torpedo tubes.

For his service, Captain Hayes was awarded the DSO. Some American soldiers on board 

paid for a plaque to be placed in one of Olympic's lounges to commemorate the event, it 

read:

This tablet presented by the 59th Regiment United States Infantry commemorates the sinking 

of the German submarine U103 by the Olympic on May 12th 1918 in latitude 49 degrees 16 

minutes north longitude 4 degrees 51 minutes west on the voyage from New York to 

Southampton with American troops...



RMS Britannic used as a hospital ship. Sank after hitting a mine off the coast of Greece in November 1916



Before the war all the production was for auxiliary engines, but in 1915 The Admiralty requested a supply of main 
propulsion engines. Made under licence from Vickers three diesel engines for submarines were made, along with 
numerous engines for minesweepers and patrol boats. 



By spring 1915 the entire 
output of the factory was 
Admiralty work, and 
expansion was required.

Left is a photograph of     
W H Allen management 
looking at the new factory 
plans in the Biddenham 
fields with the rough layout 
already staked out.

The person on the right, in 
a military uniform is 
Melville Allen (grandson of 
W H Allen), of whom a 
bright future in the 
company was hoped for.

Tragically he was killed in 
March 1917 when an 
aircraft that he was testing 
crashed near Ipswich in 
Suffolk.



A new 20 acre site in the Parish 
of Biddenham to the north of Old 
Ford End Road had been 
purchased for £6000 in 1915. 
The plan was to move the 
foundries and other departments 
to allow the Admiralty and aero 
engine works to expand on the 
Ford End Road site.



From 1915 W H Allens 
co-ordinated the 
manufacturing  of 
munitions in the area, 
and appealed to anyone 
capable of engineering 
shell cases etc.
Even Bedford School 
metalwork classes 
helped out.



W H Allen sealed a deal to make aero engines in November 1915, with the first engine dispatched in March 1916. By the end 
of the war 3,221 engines plus spares had been delivered.
Each engine comprised 1,156 components, and the nimble fingers of female workers were considered ideal for the job.





A number of Le Rhone engines made 
at W H Allen are in museums.

Discovery Museum, Newcastle.
The Shuttleworth Collection. 







Opening  tea party 
June 18th 1917

By 1917, around 700 women were being 
employed in the two factories, and new facilities were needed. 
The new dining hall for women was opened on Hurst Grove in 
June 1917.
By now women were doing nearly every job previously male 
only and for some precision work involved in assembly of aero 
engines they were considered better suited.



The Zeppelin L53 was in 1917 one of the 
latest and largest built.
Known as ‘Heightclimbers’ they could fly 
at over 20,000 feet, making them beyond 
the reach of any guns or aircraft available 
at the time.
They were so high that the engines could 
not normally be heard from the ground, 
and the mass attack on England in 
October 1917 was known as the  
silent raid.







Women workers being presented to the Lord Lieutenant Mr Whitbread as part of ‘Our Day’ 
which was held on behalf of the Red Cross appeal in October 1917.



Fitting shop
Machine shops
General shops
Test bay
Packing bay
Tool room
Dynamo shop
Millwrights
Wiremen
Controller shop
Iron foundry
Brass foundry
Pattern shop
Smiths’ shop
Offices

Total

Men       Boys      Women     Total
179 47           62            288
806        133        561          1500

20            5           13             38 
25           - 3             28
35           - 46             81

143         16           29           188
58          39          30           127

145            3          10           158
28            1            5             34
20           12           7             39

175            6          25           206
79            6          32           117
51            6            4             61
71          25          20           116

195          31        187           413

2030        330       1034       3394

Towards the end of the war, the total workforce 
varied between 3000 and 3500, of which around a 
third were women workers.

This snapshot of the workforce in early 1918, which 
breaks down into each different department, shows 
that women were represented in every type of work 
going on in the factory.

Working in the Admiralty shop 1918.



The original 80hp Le Rhone engine was upgraded to 110hp in 1917.  About 8200 of both types were built in total around 
the country of which  40% were made by W H Allen.
These engines were used in the Airco DH5, the Bristol Scout types C and D, the Avro 504 and the Sopwith Camel and Pup.

Melville Allen was flying a Bristol Scout type D from the Experimental Aircraft Flight from Martlesham Heath when he had 
his fatal crash. It is not known if it was an engine from W H Allen which failed, causing the accident.

Lieut. Harold Andrews was employed at 
W H Allen from 1914 to 1917.
He joined the RAF in 1917, serving in 
the 45th Flying Scout Squadron in Italy.
He survived the war.

In total 32 workers from W H Allen 
failed to return from the war, having 
been killed in action or died from their 
injuries or disease while on active 
service. 



From the review of 1919 (Queen’s Works magazine 1920).

‘With the closing of the Aero Department it was necessary 
much to our regret, to dispense with practically all of the 
women employed in the works. A very happy termination 
of their period of employment was organised for Saturday 
February the 8th.’

With the start of conscription in 1916, men 
serving in the armed forces for whom it was 
thought that they could serve their country 
better by returning to their previous jobs, 
were given the chance to return to 
employment at home.
Not everyone took up this opportunity, but a 
steady trickle of workers returned.

By early 1918, W H Allen also had a number of 
servicemen who had been invalided out and 
needed rehabilitation.

20 men with the loss of a limb or an eye.
Upwards of 40 men wounded in various parts of 
the body.
About another  150 suffering from gassing, shell 
shock or other affliction rendering them  
medically unfit for further war service.



On June 27th 1918 King George V visited Bedford for 
the second time during the course of the war.  This 
time, with Queen Mary, he visited firstly W H Allens 
and then proceeded to the town centre via Bedford 
High School before reviewing troops on the Bedford 
School playing fields.



The royal car entering the office workers’ gates at the start of the Royal Visit.



The King 
presented to 
Miss Wootton 
representing 
the women 
workers.

The royal 
party leaving 
the aero 
stores.

Inspecting the 
Admiralty 
works.



As the royal party left, King George asked (as was quite usual for royal visits) if as many workers as possible 
could be given a half day holiday. 
This was agreed to, and the next day W H Allen announced that a new Recreational Club would be established 
on a 10 acre site that had been purchased close to the Biddenham Works.
The photograph above is one of the earliest taken of first pavilion and sports ground.





J P White’s Pyghtle Works next to Bromham Road railway bridge 
had been making high class carpentry items for home and garden 
since 1896.
During WWI, their woodcarving skills were put to use for the war 
effort by making wooden components (mainly propellers) for the 
aero industry. 
In the late 1950s nine wooden propellers believed to be made 
locally were found in a storeroom at Longhurst and Skinners.
It was thought that these had been purchased cheaply after the 
war to be used for furniture repair.



At the end of the war a photographer was given a 
task of taking a photograph of every department  
working at W H Allen.

Top left ………Aero milling department

Bottom left .. Brass foundry

Top right ……..Canteen staff





(Wilfred) George Carter  (1889-1969)

Born in Bedford and educated locally,
George Carter took a five year 
apprenticeship at W H Allen from 
1904 to 1909 whilst studying 
engineering at night school.
The 1911 census has him living at 
101 Tavistock Street and working as a 
draughtsman at W H Allen.

He left Bedford at the start of WW1 to work in the fledgling 
aero industry. After working for Sopwith, Hawker, Shorts 
and De Havilland, he became chief aircraft designer at 
Gloster in 1931.
Here he teamed up with (Sir) Frank Whittle to iron out 
engineering problems with the revolutionary jet engine and 
design an airframe suitable for this new type of propulsion. 
The end result was the first successful twin engine Gloster 
Meteor jet fighter which came into service in 1944.           
He was awarded a CBE in 1947.



William Foster


