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WAR-TIME WOOD LANE 
 

Staff Changes - Production Work - Home Guard – 
Canteen Facilities - "Incidents" – 
Unusual War Projects - "B.I.C.C." 

 
MENTION HAS already been made of the staff reductions which took place at the outbreak of war and 
reinstatements consequent upon the invention of the buoyant cable. Not all the staff returned however. 
Many enlisted in, or were called into, H.M. Forces and saw active service in various theatres of war. 
There was only one casual ty, so far as is known, this being F.A.C. Adye who had, in actual fact, left 
Wood Lane to join Liverpool Cables immediately prior to the outbreak of war. He was killed in a 
rearguard action at Calais in support of the Dunkirk evacuation. 

Following the development of the buoyant cable at Wood Lane, the Admiralty were anxious to 
ensure supplies and it was decided that our associate, the Okonite-Callender Company in the United 
States, should manufacture it. Mr. J. Urmston went to the United States to give them the "know-how", 
and Dr. Brazier took command at Wood 
 

Dr. L. G. Brazier      
 
Lane on the 20th November 1940. On his return to the United Kingdom after the war, Mr. Urmston 
was appointed General Manager of Southern United Telephone Cables and so never returned to Wood 
Lane. 

Perhaps the major staff change at Wood Lane was the employment of women for the first time. 
The first woman to arrive was a telephone operator, but with the development of a polythene moulding 
shop in HV2, many more were eventually employed. Apart from the buoyant cable development, a 
major part of the wartime production work 
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at Wood Lane was carried out in the above shop where radar components, such as wave guides and 
coaxial cables, were manufactured. In order to accommodate this work, the Ferranti transformer was 
dismantled, laid in its pit and boarded over, some fifty or sixty presses then being installed. These were 
adapted from the "Kalodent" press originally designed for moulding dentures. The rows of individual 
presses were later fed with molten polythene pumped under pressure from a central reservoir, thus 
considerably speeding up production. 
 

 
Radar equipment - Kalodent press adaptor for polythene moulding 

(Feed stock polythene "candles" seen right) 
 

During the early days of the war, a company of the famous Home Guard was formed at Wood 
Lane, with Dr. Brazier as Officer-in-Charge. A rifle range and grenade .range were constructed in the 
yard and training sessions took place once a week. Quite an efficient unit was evolved and by all 
accounts a good time was had by all. An idea of Wood Lane in wartime can be seen in a company 
brochure of that time. 

Although in 1940 production work on rubber (for the buoyant cable) was being carried out in 
HV 1, and in 1942 on polythene moulding in HV2, it was not until 1943-4 that the Rubber and Plastics 
Laboratory, as such, was created, when a new floor was constructed above HVI. Part of this floor space 
was also used as a wire enamelling shop. 

Another minor revolution occurred with the changeover to wartime conditions when (as a result 
of shift work, rationing and travel difficulties) industry generally 
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Radar equipment - manifold polythene extrusion press 
 

 
 

Radar equipment - polythene moulding shop, 
showing manifold polythene extrusion press 
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Radar equipment - manufacture of polythene moulded connector 

 with capacity sleeve and probe (high power) 
 
found it necessary to provide canteen facilities for work people. The change was slow, and at Wood Lane 
the first meals provided were breakfasts for the fire-watchers. An allowance for tea, etc., was also made. 
The first "canteen" was one, later two, mobile huts on the eastern side of the site, in the charge of Mr. 
Wagstaffe, who had formerly been valet to Sir Cedric Hardwicke. His task was not easy and, although he 
is reputed to have supplied excellent meals, he was known to complain that he could only manage six per 
day. He also complained that "them blokes pushin' t'bobbins about in t'yard" earned more than he did. 
When he left, the "canteen" was run by three old ladies, one of whom was usually to be seen resplendent 
in a scarlet-lined black cloak. 

By 1941, it became obvious that a permanent canteen building was desirable and Mr. A. Graham, 
who was later to be in charge of the electricians at Wood Lane, was put in charge of its construction. This 
was at the height of the blitz, and construction was almost finished before a bomb at the south end of the 
yard blew the roof off. This bomb - which also destroyed the old fuse laboratory - was fortunately the only 
major incident actually on the site and the canteen was duly completed and was used up until the time of 
completion of the new facilities in McFadzean Laboratory (1961). 

The railway line, of course, was a major target for the Luftwaffe, as it constituted a primary link 
between the midlands and south of England and was, of necessity, always busy with: troop trains, 
munitions, etc. Although only one high explosive bomb fell on the premises, numerous incendiaries were 
promptly dealt with by the fire-watchers and little material damage resulted. One in particular, which is 
well remembered, fell through the roof of the Runway directly into the oil-bath used for curing buoyant 
cable sections! Neighbouring premises did not fare so well however. 
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The old exhibition buildings to the immediate west of the site (demolished a few years ago) which were 
being used as an R.A. F. stores for oilskins, gas masks and other highly inflammable material, were set 
alight, and the Wood Lane squad of fire-watchers were the first on the scene. Although the stores could 
not be saved, the squad was later suitably rewarded for its prompt action. 

One member of the staff recalled that from his home that night he could see a terrific fire in the 
direction of Shepherds Bush and jokingly remarked that "the old firm has copped it". Imagine his feelings 
next morning on arriving at the entrance to the private road when he had to splash his way through among 
fire engines, miles of hose pipe and grim-faced firemen who were still damping down a heap of smoking 
remains. However, on entering the gates he found the laboratories (and the chimney) completely 
unmarked except for a few incendiaries which had been dealt with. 

On another occasion the fire-watchers turned out to fight a blaze on the other side of the railway 
line at J. Lyons and Company. 

Another incident concerns our then neighbours, R. Adair and Company Limited who, as scrap 
metal merchants, were reclaiming quantities of defective war material, including, as it happens, a number 
of "dud" shells. One such reputedly "dud" shell responded to this "reclaiming" treatment by exploding 
within a few moments of the worker (a woman) putting down her oxy-acetylene cutting equipment to 
fetch a cup of tea. The windows on the north side of our premises were shattered and shrapnel marks 
made in the wall. The polythene shop in HV2 was short-staffed that afternoon and, so far as Adair's were 
concerned, the bottom had been blown out of the second-hand shell market! 

Following the blitz, London was relatively quiet until the flying bomb era began in June 1944. A 
number of these bombs fell in this district and one is reputed to have narrowly missed our chimney. It is 
believed to have fallen on or near the site of the present United Dairies Depot, near White City Central 
Line Station. Another partially demolished the Gaumont Cinema in Shepherd's Bush. 

It was recognized, after the development of the buoyant cable, that Wood Lane could play a useful 
part in this type of work and Dr. Brazier approached the Air Ministry offering the services of the Research 
Department in helping to solve unusual problems arising from the British talent for inventiveness. Work 
was carried out on several of these "crazy" (and not-so-crazy) ideas, among them being a proposal to burn 
the enemy aircraft out of the sky by the application of a very high current to the cables of barrage 
balloons. Wings, etc., from shot down enemy aircraft began appearing at Wood Lane and various tests 
were made but the net result, far from setting the wings on fire, was merely a few small perforations, and 
the idea was abandoned. 

Another more far-fetched idea involved the development of a high intensity light source which 
could be carried in high flying aircraft, above the level of the enemy bombers. When switched on, the 
light would silhouette the bombers and thus aid the anti-aircraft gunners on the ground! 
 Yet a further project foreshadowed the "doodle-bug" when it was proposed to fit a bomb with 
aero-controls. A balsa wood model was constructed and the air duct under HV2 converted into a wind 
tunnel for testing it and although, as far as Wood Lane was 
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concerned, the idea was somewhat outside its usual field, some useful data resulted. The "glider-bomb" 
was designed to remain on course, automatically, once it was correctly aimed and could have had far 
reaching results, but later the Air Ministry pooh-poohed the whole idea and it was dropped. 

From the foregoing it can be seen that the early fears that the Research Department would not be 
able to function under wartime conditions were unfounded, and that, in fact, it made a major contribution 
to the war effort even if the buoyant cable alone is considered. In fact, so successful was the buoyant cable 
that even after the cessation of hostilities in May 1945, the cable in its later forms was still being used for 
clearing the approaches to liberated European ports. Soon after V-E Day, Dr. Brazier and Mr. Hunter were 
invited to give a broadcast talk on its successful development and the part it played in the war. 

By the early part of 1945 it was becoming increasingly obvious that the war could not last very 
much longer and industry was already preparing itself for the return of peace-time conditions. Foreseeing 
a boom in the demand for electrical equipment of all kinds Callender’s Cables and Construction Company 
gambled on a certainty when arrangements were made to pool their resources with another large cable 
company, British Insulated Cables of Prescot. The amalgamation of the two companies announced on 31st 
May 1945, within a few weeks of the end of the war in Europe, created the giant enterprise known to us 
today by the initials of the original partners, B. I. C. C. 

 
 

 

 
From Company Publication No. 127, March 1940, entitled 

"Callender A. R. P. joints" 
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