CHURCHILL BARRIERS MEMORIAL
A skilled South Ronaldsay craftsman has created a monument dedicated to the men who lost their lives while constructing the Churchill Barriers.  The monument, which was unveiled on Lamb Holm on Saturday afternoon [24th September 2011], was built by Willie Budge. The base is constructed using Orkney grey sandstone, with the centrepiece an engraved brass ships rudder which was salvaged from Scapa Flow.  The rudder was purchased from a diver by Willie, who then shaped it to show a profile of Sir Winston Churchill, and engraved the names of the 12 men who were killed while building the causeways during World War Two.  Also engraved is the inscription which translates into “From possibility to reality.”

As Willie him self put it: “The memorial is not for those with brass buttons, but it was built for the workers, those with the bib and braces and tackity boots, who spent their time building the causeways.”

There were other people killed in incidents over the period of the construction of the barriers, but the memorial lists only those who died during the course of their employment.  Fittingly, the monument is situated on top of the concrete base of an original Blondin cableway anchorage point. The cables were used to haul the rubble and bolsters into position during the building of the causeways.  It is situated close to the Orkney Wine Company building on Lamb Holm, on the road to the Italian Chapel, in an area covered by CCTV, which is something Willie is pleased about.

The unveiling ceremony, organised by Holm Community Council, took place on Saturday afternoon when local councillor Andrew Drever welcomed the crowd who gathered for the occasion.  Mr Drever described the monument as: “A unique memorial in such a prominent place that it will attract visitors from far and wide, and these men will be remembered.”  

He added: “As well as a great piece of wartime engineering and protection, the barriers also created a roadway – a roadway that has changed the lives of the folk living on Burray and South Ronaldsay. This roadway was opened in May 1945 and traffic volume has increased ever since.”  He praised Mr Budge for his idea, his craftsmanship and his thoughtfulness in creating the tribute. He also thanked owner of Lamb Holm Tommy Sinclair, for giving permission for the memorial to be built on his land.

For one man who attended the unveiling ceremony, the event had special significance.  Jim Garrioch was employed as a 14 year–old boy working in the Admiralty office during the construction of the causeways. Jim went on to be a clerk, and worked there for four years until 1944.  The office was situated where the Commodore Motel now stands, in Holm.  He knew some of the men who died and are listed on the memorial, including one man who was his boss at the time.  He said he was pleased that there is now a memorial in place to honour those who lost their lives.  “It is good to have a reminder here, it is very worthwhile,” he added.

Here, Willie Budge, shares the findings of his research into the wartime tragedies which occurred during the construction of the causeways which we nowadays take for granted as we travel between the islands:
For us growing up in Burray during the decade after World War Two the Barriers were not something new to wonder at, as they had been completed before we were born and always seemed to have been there.  We fished off them and they helped us to get on board the now buried block ships and other daring adventures.  However, to our parents’ generation who were around at the time of their construction, it was a memorable feat and one of the largest engineering undertakings in Britain carried out during World War Two.  

The local people who had worked at what was collectively known as “The Rockworks,” had many stories to tell of who was first to cross this or that Barrier, and that the Italians ate Conger eels and made fancy fag lighters and other nick-nacks out of scrap.  Now and then amongst these yarns there would be mention of a skip dumping men in Holm Sound and other drownings, with one of the accidents involving an engineer or Irish man.   Detail however was scant as the teller was no where near the incident at the time and no negative media coverage was allowed due to the censorship in the press of that period. 
                                                                                         

As the years have passed, and the Grim Reaper claiming his annual quota, most memories of these events have faded, whilst others seem to be recently fresh out of the Saturday night movie, such as:  “Did you hear of the Italian that fell in the shutter amongst the concrete, they just left him in and kept pouring. He's still in there somewhere.”   At this point it looked as if the truth of how many and who the lost workers were and the circumstances of their demise would be lost for ever, but sought after things are often found whilst looking for something else.
 

In the back end of 2010, whilst hunting for information of military incidents during World War Two, I was directed by our excellent library archive dept to various sources. Two of these were the lecture notes of the causeways construction by the resident superintending civil engineer of that project Gordon Nicol and the fatal accident enquiries of that period as possible leads.

Although I soon found that the military must have dealt with their own fatalities, these boxes of court papers revealed many civilian deaths on various construction sites throughout Orkney, including the Churchill Causeways, which is where the stories we had heard as youths turned into the harsh realities of who, where and how these had men died, written in the cold clinical and legal jargon of the period. 

This was at last a chance to put some if not all of the records straight on those whose sacrifice gave us “the road to the isles”, a ferry link to Scotland, and saved the local authority the expense of two more rusty link spans and their associated vessels.

Workers killed constructing our Churchill Barriers:
3-07-1940

Anthony James McElwee, (30) a joiner of 470 Crown Street, Glasgow, was drowned in Skerry Sound when the shuttle barge load of 30 men and equipment he was on became detached from the moored drifter Maggie Gault off west Lambs Holm. It was then drawn into the east going tide rip. As it passed through the narrows near the block ships, he and two others tried to swim for safety. He was seen to go under near one of the block ships. The other two survived, and the barge and its other 27 occupants were picked up east of Lambs Holm.

26-06-1941

David Watt Honeyman, (20) 18 Kings Road, Dundee, was presumed drowned in Skerry Sound when the small motor boat he and three others were in broke its drive coupling and was swept by the flood tide on to a submarine net stretched between two block ships. Two of the men jumped and clung to the net as the boat filled and were saved, the boat then rolled down the depth of the net by the force of the tide before being ejected out the other side and resurfacing, with the fourth man still alive inside a decked portion of the hull.  By Gordon Nicol's account, Honeyman's remains were never found.

9-10-1941

John Forbes, (52) of 209 Roseview Gardens, Portadown, County Armagh, a locomotive driver, died in Balfour Hospital after being crushed between two steam locomotives during fire up at Warebanks yard during the construction of Weddel Sound Causeway. A steam valve was said to be found partially open which caused the engine to move and pin him as the steam pressure rose.

8-09-1941

Eric Hatch Coles, (27) civil engineer (Admiralty) of How, Holm, St Mary's, Norman Innis Ray (34)  engineer erector (J M Henderson Blondin suppliers) of Thompson Cottage, Inverurie, and Roland Gregor Prosser (20) apprentice engineer erector (J M Henderson Blondin suppliers) of 34 Grosvenor Place, Aberdeen, were drowned in Kirk Sound when they and five others were washed from a skip in which they were travelling between Lambs Holm and St Mary's, became submerged in the tideway. 

This was due to ice water on the then uncovered traverse winch brake which caused the skip which was lowering to run back from St Mary's into the sea.  This happened on the second run of the newly commissioned east cableway. All three bodies surfaced within three weeks, none further than half a mile from the scene, which was surprising considering the many tide shifts during that time. Eric Hatch Coles respite from the sea was not for long as we will see.

20-07-1942

Henry Harkin, (56) ganger foreman of 16 Salisbury Street, Glasgow, was found drowned near Glimps Holm when: “He fell from part of the structure of the causeway on which he was working” (no further info).

24-1-1943 

Geovanni Scarponi, (27) an Italian P.O.W, was killed after being struck on the head by the starting handle of a petrol/paraffin compressor he was working on when it backfired in the workshop at St Mary's yard. This man was buried in St Olav's graveyard and later exhumed and returned to Italy with another P.O.W who had died of pneumonia.

30-05-1943

Robert Duncan Sinclair, (32) of St. Mary's, Holm, died of a fractured skull while working for Wm Tawse at Water Sound causeway after being struck on the head by the parting of a wire rope from the aerial cableway operated by Balfour Beatty.

12-7-1943

Patrick Joseph Moran, (43) labourer, who resided on Lambs Holm died of drowning, found in Holm register of deaths, but no enquiry noted or found.  It is possible that he was off duty at the time of his fatality, however, it was decided to include him in this list and on the monument (although out of chronological sequence). 
10-09-1943

Randall Ritchie Sheriff,  (20) c/o Burke 32 Kirk Street, Lochee, Dundee, died at Warebanks camp of “injuries sustained by him in the course of his employment, of a fracture of the neck, rupture of the lung, and two broken arms, after being crushed between an iron skip and a sand washing platform.”

24-01-1944

Richard McDonald, (44) of 12 Bruce Street, Clackmanan, died off the Holm Pier on board the steam tug Roman whilst being transported for medical assistance, “after sustaining multiple injuries at Warebanks yard when the loaded hopper of a cement mixer fell on him after its support wire parted.”

  

All the fatal accident enquires were held in terms of section 4 (3) of the administration of justice (emergency provisions)(Scotland) act 1939, where no jury was required.  The enquires consist of neat bundles of papers, the Orcadian newspaper of the period intimating the coming case, doctors report, verification of next of kin, a witness list, sometimes, and importantly with witness statements, and court findings, all tied up together with the obligatory white cotton ribbon, complete with its neat bow as befits such unemotional legal documents.

Today any H.S.E enquire findings would be very different from the common statement found within these conclusions which stated:  “That there was no person to whose fault or negligence the accident was attributable”, with few if any recommendations to prevent reoccurrences.  However, this was the 1940’s and they had a war to win. This was when workers wore flat caps not hard hats, and if offered a lifejacket would most likely have refused to wear it. 
 

The events leading to the loss of Coles, Ray and Prosser in 1941 may be better understood by explaining the cableway systems that delivered more than three quarters of million tons of material in units of nothing less than five ton per lift to construct all four causeways. 

This required around one hundred thousand lifts, traverses, and drops.  In the case of Kirk Sound East, these were all supported on two 200 foot high masts, with a main support cable of 7½ inch circumference and 2,400 feet long, weighing 24 tons.

When tensioned, the cable sagged 80 feet at mid point, and a further 30 with the 10¾ ton test weight applied.  At this central point the traveller carriage was 90 feet above the sea.  From this we can see that the traveller carriage had to climb 110 feet in a distance of 1,200 feet from mid-way position to either mast with an ever increasing gradient.  This required considerable brake efficiency to prevent run back from either end, even with an empty skip transporting men.  

Gordon Nicol gave the following account of the Naval funeral of Eric Hatch Coles, officer, who had brought his bride Mary Crawford to stay with him at How, St Mary's, the previous February, and how he was buried at sea three miles off the Mull Head. 

“The Navy undertook all arrangements in connection with the funeral. The Blue Jackets sowed him up in a canvas shroud and carried him through the streets to the drifter Royal Crown at Kirkwall pier from where they sailed out over a glassy calm sea with a light swell and sunshine to the chosen spot where the chaplain carried out the service, where after he was consigned to the deep.”   

The address of Mary Crawford Coles was given as London at the time of the enquiry and she undoubtedly regretted her late husband's safe posting to these Northern islands.  However, London was just as dangerous, with the Blitz and Hitler's flying bombs.

Whilst Balfour Beatty was the main contractor, Orkney’s lost worker, Robert Sinclair, was employed by Wm Tawse, the two cableway engineers by J M Henderson, Eric Coles was from the Admiralty, and Scarponie was from the Italian P.O.W camp.      

Ironically, out of the 365 days of the year two workers were killed on January 24 one year apart. 

Seven died of drowning, three of multiple injuries due to crushing, and two of head injuries.   No enquiries appear to have been held for those who were lost during their own free time, such as Patrick Moran and possibly others outside this remit.
  

Statistics give sobering figures. If the men had all lived out their three score and ten years, then they collectively lost out on four hundred and thirty five years of life.
