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BUILDINGS AT RISK

Fleet Air Arm to ‘Ballasalla

Temporary

Buildings at Risk looks at how
our built heritage evolves and
shapes our lives.

In this edition, historian and
author Patricia Skillicorn of
the Isle of Man Natural History
and Antiquarian Society, who
spent part of her childhood at
Clagh Vane post-war, contin-
ues her first-hand story of how
awartime camp became home
to civilians.

hewarintheFar

Eastendedin Au-

gust 1945 when

Japan surren-

dered and from
then, of course, the Admiralty
no longer had any need of
HMS Urley.

By December 1945, the Nis-
sen huts were empty. By the
end 0f1946, my mother, father
and myself-soon to be joined
by my sister Freda - were liv-
ingin one of those Nissen huts.

Our family was lucky - my
soldier father came home, safe
and without injury.

But he came home toan
island without work and toa
home which was two rooms
on the top floor of a terraced
housein Circular Road in
Douglas.

It was next to a newsagents
shop —both buildings have
been demolished now.

There was, I think, a water
supply in the living room/
kitchen, plus a gas stove and
gas lighting.

We shared alavatory on the
landing with the Little family
and fortunately, my mother
and Mrs Ida Little got on well.

Itisafact that the war was
followed by an immense in-
vestment and improvement
inliving conditions for Manx
people, housing beingjust one
area.

Even before the war ended,
Tynwald in February 1945
had agreed to invest in hous-
ing, intending to bypass local
authorities who often blocked
such plans.

But it would take years to
produce new houses in suf-
ficient numbers as there was
ashortage of bricks, cement,
timber, paint, as well a short-
age of skilled workmen.

But there were the camps
of wooden, concrete and Ni-
ssen huts at Ballasalla and
Castletown (and elsewhere).

‘Buy these estates from the
Admiralty, the Isle of Man Ex-
aminer urged.

‘Adapt them so that they
can be used as temporary

Workmen fitaninnerlining of ashestos cement to the
interior during conversion of a Nissen Hut into a temporary

house, 1945

housing for demobilised ser-
vicemen.

And Tynwald did. Nego-
tiators from the Admiralty
crossed to theisland on May
27,1946 to finalise arrange-
ments, financial above all.

The Admiralty after all had
spent the equivalent of mil-
lions of pounds for a relatively
short time and wanted some-
thing back.

Eventually, the price was
settled at £32,000 and Tyn-
wald agreed to set £25,000
aside for the necessary reno-
vations.

Tynwald debated the mat-
ter.

Alfred J Teare of the Manx
Labour Party thought the
price high but it was essential
something be done: ‘Tynwald
should put its hand into its
pocket.

Mr Alcott opposed the
proposal, saying: ‘If farmers
housed cattle in these condi-
tions, they’d be prosecuted.

Yet you say that they're fit

(Photograph © Imperial War Museum D24178)

for Johnny when he comes
marching home.

Deemster Cowley agreed
that the huts would have alim-
ited life but were better than
some of the conditions people
were living under:

‘Ex-servicemen are com-
pelled tolive in conditions
which donot tend either to
matrimonial happiness or the
health of the occupants and
their children, he said.

Whatever the case, more
than 200 applications were
received to live in one of these
huts and one of those applica-
tions obviously came from my
father.

On August 16,1946, the
Examiner announced that
alterations had begun and
that the Nissen huts would be
ready in six weeks’ time, 64, at
Ballasalla and slightly more at
Castletown.

Therent for atwo-bed-
roomed hut would be 10 shil-
lings a week and a bus would
be provided to take men

Pat outside their Nissen Hut at what became Clagh Vane. ‘We even had our own garden -
each hutwasallocated part of agarden area opposite the huts. It was assumed that men
wanted agarden to grow vegetables, particularly potatoes, to help feed their families.’

into Douglas since most men
would be working there.

The first tenant moved in
on Monday, October 11,1946.
She was Mrs Ruth Kelly, awar
widow with three children
whose husband had died at
Dunkirk when the Mona’s
Queen was sunk.

‘T'mlooking forward to
meeting my neighbours’, she
said.

‘We canreally help each
otherin a place like this.’

Imperial War Museum Archive picture of the living
roominacompleted temporary house convertedfroma

Nissen Hut

She was delighted with the
layout of the camp, with the
beauty of the surroundings
and the nearness of a shop-
ping centre.

Itis amusing to think of
Ballasalla asa shopping cen-
tre, but at that time you could
get most of what you needed
inthe village: there was a bak-
ery/newsagent, a post office
with ageneral store, amore
upmarket grocery shop and a
butcher.
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Housing Estate’

Castletown was only two
miles away with its Co-op and
several groceries, bakeries,
greengrocers, two butcher’s
shops, hairdressers for men
and women, a wool shop, shoe
shop and dress shop.

Once we were there, each
Wednesday Margaret from the
Co-op satin our kitchen while
my mother dictated her week’s
grocery order which was deliv-
ered on Friday.

If we didn’t want Ken-
naugh’s bread from the village
shop, Norman from Quirk’sin
Douglas stopped his van out-
side the house to deliver bread
tothe door.

Who needed internet shop-
ping?

Another early occupant
was Mrs K. Moffit who had
formerly lived in Athol Street,
Douglas with her husband,
father and three children, pay-
ing14saweek rent.

Although she was allocated
ahut, one ofher children had
tosleepinabedroom in anoth-
er hut which seems strange to
modern ears but all the same.

She said: ‘Thisis heaven.
There is more room in my
Nissen kitchen thaninall the
rooms we lived and slept in
before. This place will give my
children their health back.
They can go swimming and
fishing.’

We moved there laterin
theyear.

On December 13, the Exam-
iner rejoiced that 36 families
had moved to Ballasalla Tem-
porary Housing Estate and
would spend their Christmas

UK Ministry of Information photograph of the kitchen
inatypical converted Nissen Hutin England

Photo: © IWM D24181
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in comfort.

We were one of those fami-
lies. Again, T have just impres-
sions: sitting in the back of
the van with my father —-and
not being very comfortable
about it —-drawing up outside
this strange shaped build-
ing, walking into a room with
curved walls.

The single space of the
wartime Nissen hut had been
divided by brick partitions
into a tiny kitchen and alava-
tory on either side of the door.
The central space was the liv-
ingroomwith a stovein the
middle and a dormer window
carved out of one side.

There were two very small
bedrooms at the far end.
There wasno room for a bath,
but each hut was allocated a
separate bathroom in the for-
mer ablutions block nearby.

An early report to Tynwald
said that some families would
have to be content at first with

communal cooking arrange-
ments and hoped that they
would be content to stay in
that situation, but in our hut
the kitchen provided mini-
mal cooking facilities with an

electric stove and hot water
supply.

Idon’t think that my par-
ents were ecstatic at what they

Fredaandafriend outside No. 99 Ballasalla Temporary Housing Estate

So, by the end 0f1946, my
parents had ahome and a

never quite reconciled herself Though of course, no

steady wage coming in - there
were many who would have
envied him.

This was a time of massive
seasonal unemployment in
the Isle of Man when winter
works schemes provided the

saw but as my mother said: ‘At
least it’s all our own and we
don’t have to share alavatory.
Hot water. It won’t be forever.
Itwilldo.

Sowe had ahome -No.99
Ballasalla Temporary Housing

Estate - and soon my father
had work as well after he was
offered the job of caretaker on
the estate, perhaps because he
had a good war record.

There already was a care-
taker appointed for the hous-
ing estate— Mr Eric Taggart.
Eric was employed to collect
the rents while my father did
more of the maintenance
work, although they worked
together for the rest of their
working lives.

only source of work for hun-
dreds and men were sent to
work in the beet fields of Lin-
colnshire.

For years, though, I think
thatlivingin Ballasallahad a
temporary air for my par-
ents. My mother was brought
upinthenorth of theisland,
although she’d beenliving in
Douglas during the war years.

She knew nobody in the
south and though she settled,
being a gregarious woman, she

Alfred James Teare (left) founding father of the Manx Labour Party
and prime mover behind the conversion of the Nissen huts at Ballasalla
and Castletown for civilian families, receiving honorary freedom of the

Borough of Douglas from Mayor TA Corkishin1964

Photo:iMuseum

toliving in Ballasalla. bombs or rockets were falling,
My father too had been even bread was rationed and
brought upin Abbeylandsand  there was a shortage of coal.
then Douglas. My father scavenged
Neither of them wood wherever he
hadrelationsin could, anything
the south of tokeep that
theisland A stove burn-
atatime ing. We had
when kin- aone-bar
ship links elec-
were tricfire
very that my
impor- mother
tant. kept
It burn-
wasa ingin
relief the bed-
tomy room
mother thatI
when shared
her with my
brother baby sis-
moved to ter but still
Janet’s Cor- there was
ner. frostonthe
Almost as inside of the
good, our neigh- windows every
boursin Douglas, morning.
the Little family, were We did have one

advantage though: our hut
was lined with asbestos which
kept us warmer than people
living in the unlined huts.
Anyway we survived, flour-
ished even, under the solici-
tous care of the welfare state,
with its provision of free malt
extract and cod liver oil, free
milk (not always welcome), the
new and free medicines for
my frequent tonsillitis and the

allocated a hut near usin Bal-
lasalla.

For me and even more so
for my sister, Ballasalla was
justhome. Istarted school a
few weeks after we moved to
Ballasalla.

Far from closing the village
school (now the scout club),
the authorities had to re-open
the middle classroom to cope
with the post-war baby boom

of the next few years. prospect of free education at
FredawasbornonJanuary thenewsecondaryschoolin
22,1947. the south of the island.
Snow began to fall on her The hutswere only ever in-
birthday and continued tolie tended to be temporary.

By 1949, Tynwald had

on the ground until March - it
agreed to provide funds to do

was the coldest winter of the

20th century. away with the huts and erect
Life was more difficult in permanent houses.

some ways than during the

war. To be continued...
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(Above) A progress report to Tynwald by Mr JF Crellin on Tuesday June
171947, that 73 families (comprising 273 people) were now in the former
Nissen huts at Ballasalla, and another 72 families (218 people) at Janet's
Corner (Tynwald Hansard)

(Pictured left) Deemster Sir Percy Cowley, who helped move the
conversion of the Nissen huts at Ballasalla and Castletown for civilian
families, seen here during Naval service in 1918. Through his membership
of the War Consultative Committee during the Second World War,
Deemster Cowley also became deeply involved in negotiations with the UK
about greater constitutional autonomy for theisland Photo:iMuseum

Reportin the Isle of Man Examiner of 1 November 1946 on the British Home

Secretary'svisit to the Isle of Man, including ‘Nissen Town’ iMuseum



