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POST -WAR DEVELOPMENTS 
 

Reorganization - New Building - "Austerity" - Five-day Week – 
Cats and Pigeons - Central Line Extension - Social Club (Wood Lane Section) – 

Bush Telegraph - B.D.R. - Open Day, 1949 - Surge Generator 
Electron Microscope - "R. 0." 

 
FOLLOWING THE amalgamation of British Insulated Cables with Callender's, little immediate effect 
was felt at Wood Lane among the staff generally. Wood Lane was still "Callender's". It was some five 
years before the new name "B.I.C.C." rolled freely off the tongue. 

At this time (1945) the Drawing Office was housed in the Old Exhibition Buildings over the 
Underground Railway in the section, since demolished, which ran along the western side of our site. 
The Drawing Office had its own exit which led directly into the private road. This was one of the 
several temporary arrangements made to accommodate various departments, but already in 1945 plans 
were being made for the building of new research blocks and the modification of existing buildings. 
The Company arcl.1itects had made preliminary drawings for the rebuilding of the HY 1 bunkers into 
something resembling their present appearance and, among other modifications, a new floor was 
provided in No. 1 Control Room. 

The changeover from war-time to peace-time working was very gradual and, for instance, the 
Polythene Shop continued production work on wave guides, etc., for some time. The work on wave 
guides had a sequel late in 1945 when a demonstration of radar was given in HY I in order that the 
work people could be given some indication of what their contribution to the war effort had been. 

Despite the handicaps of the post-war "austerity" period expansion of the Research Department 
went ahead. The first block to be built (in 1946) was that part of Faraday 
 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
Construction of Faraday Block, 1946. Initial 
stages showing  
boiler house and chimney. 
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incorporating the Boiler House. Faraday was not completed until 1948, but during this time the Boiler 
House was in full use. The block had been planned as a whole, but owing to the shortage of building 
materials and the difficulty of obtaining building permits, only the Boiler House could be completed at 
first. In the meantime, a prefabricated building known as Wheatstone was erected (by B.I.C.C. 
workmen) close to a wooden building which at that time housed the Jointing School. The latter, dating 
from pre-war, ceased operation at Wood Lane shortly afterwards and Wheatstone had later to give way 
to McFadzean Laboratory and the need for a larger car park. 

One pre-war innovation which continued into the post-war period was the fortnightly series of 
research meetings instituted by Mr. Hunter. (This, incidentally, was the longest series of meetings ever 
held at Wood Lane.) The post-war research programme was being thrashed out and from the various 
reports of the time the beginnings of the present organization can be seen. It was proposed to divide 
research into three main spheres of activity, the first being research on paper insulated cables under the 
direction of Mr. H. R. Lorch; the second, rubber and plastics, under the direction of Mr. D. C. 
Hancock, and a third, miscellaneous section. The desirability of building a team rather than a group of 
individuals was emphasized, and free interchange of staff between the sections was envisaged. It is 
interesting to note that the estimate of the minimum number of staff required to ensure good progress 
was 15 graduates and 9 assistants. At that time the research staff consisted, in fact, of 7 graduates with 
4 assistants. The progress of the Research Department since 1945 can be judged on the vast increase in 
the number of people employed. Various research projects were listed under each of the above 
divisions and it is interesting to note that some of the departments we know today had their beginnings 
in this period. For instance, one proposal was for research work on gamma radiation. This might be 
said to have led to the establishment of the Irradiation Department and the building of Rutherford to 
house the Van der Graaff linear accelerator. 
 When Callender's first leased the Wood Lane site from the London Power Company in 1931 it 
was with the option to purchase for the price of £30,000. In November 1946 this option was taken up 
and it is obvious that even by that time the real value of the establishment was very much more than 
the figure paid. A bargain indeed! 

Perhaps the first major change that occurred following the merger, so far as the employees 
were concerned, was the changeover to a five day week in 1946. Little was it known that working 
hours were to be shortened even further as a result of the National Fuel Crisis in 1947. The use of 
artificial light was much curtailed and work was limited to the hours of daylight. Such places as the 
Rubber Laboratory, which at that time had few windows, were almost completely out of action until 
the installation of auxiliary generators, when some lights were allowed. Work requiring power or gas 
had to be almost entirely suspended except where alternative sources of power could be found. This 
led to the development of some ingenious devices such as a Meccano shaking apparatus powered by a 
water turbine. Dr. Black recalls that he and other members of the Chemistry Laboratory were engaged 
on some "fundamental research" into the properties of cerium and other metallic oxides incorporated 
into asbestos as a replacement for gas mantles, which were at a premium at that time. They were 
within 
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reach of success when some paraffin lamps became available and the project was abandoned. 

During this period a high standard of canteen meals was maintained (and some have said that 
the best Irish Stew they have ever tasted was produced at this time) despite the fact that an army field 
kitchen, employing oil-and-water drip-feed burners, had to be used. 

Stories are told of incidents occurring about this time, including a plague of cats in the 
basement and tunnels under HV4 and of pigeons in the bunkers, which at that time extended along the 
whole southern side of the main building. The latter (but not the former!) offered the chance of 
augmenting the meat ration and many were the sorties into the "dark unknown" with this purpose in 
view. 

A further major upheaval of the immediate post-war years was the extension of the Central 
Line and the construction of White City Station, which commenced on 6th May 1946. The station 
opened on 23rd November 1948, but the early part of the work on the line itself entailed cutting across 
the private road. Photographs taken at the time show a temporary bridge for pedestrians among a maze 
of construction work. As mentioned previously, a manure heap believed to date back to the days of 
Eynham Farm was unearthed. 
 

 
  
 

Temporary footbridge spanning the private road during the construction of 
the Central Line extension (under the concrete slab beyond the crane hook). 

(View towards main road, Wood Lane, seen top left) 
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A trouble which had been experienced at Wood Lane for a good many years was the periodic 
flooding which occurred. This was such that it was necessary to pump out appreciable quantities of 
water from the various subterranean passages and also from the transformer pits. Such was the 
pressure of production work during the war that little effort could be expended on tracing the cause of 
the trouble, but in 1947 it was possible to take positive action. A fractured water main in the yard was 
found to be a contributory cause, but it is evident that the main cause was the number of small springs 
and rivulets to be found in this area, which is in fact only 24 ft. above mean sea level. The soil 
surrounding the foundations was "pressure grouted" with a dilute cement mixture, so that the whole of 
the surroundings of the foundations became in effect a water barrier. Whether or not this remedy was 
fully successful was rather doubtful because it coincided more or less with the work on the extension 
of the Central Line under the private road, and as this is at a lower level than our foundations, it is still 
subject to flooding and may in fact drain off the water which would otherwise affect our site. Pumps 
have to be kept going continuously at the present time in order to keep the line open. However, the 
transformer pits were no longer subject to the ingress of water although, as a precaution, the 
transformers were raised still further on their insulated legs. The subterranean passages (as we have 
been shown) are, however, still occasionally affected by water seepage at times of heavy rain, and it is 
still necessary to pump them out at these times. 
 
 

Mr. G. M. Hamilton 
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In the period 1946-7, Mr. G. M. Hamilton went with the British Intelligence Objectives Sub-

Committee (B.I.O.S.) to Germany to study the German cable industry. One result of his visit was the 
start of an investigation at Wood Lane of the process of continuous vulcanization of rubber cables, 
various facets of which are still receiving attention. 1946 also saw the setting up of the Metallurgical 
Laboratory at Wood Lane, with Dr. A. Latin in charge. 

The Wood Lane section of the Athletic and Social Club was formed early in 1945, with Mr. 
Hunter and Dr. Brazier as President and Deputy President respectively. The range of activities in those 
early days included chess, darts, music, table tennis, dances, outings, whist drives, theatre visits and 
tennis. Early proposals to form dramatics and rifle sections unfortunately had to be abandoned due to 
lack of support. Believe it or not, but among the multifarious activities of the Club during 1947 was 
the sale to members of a bulk purchase of some 12 tons of logs for firewood – one venture which 
received enthusiastic support due to the current fuel crisis! 

 
The year 1949 saw the start of the Social Club magazine under the editorship of the late B.S. 

("Ted") Noble of the High Voltage Laboratory. No one could think of a suitable name for the 
magazine and it ran for a considerable number of issues with only a large question mark, dressed up in 
various designs, on the front cover. It became quite well known in this guise, but there was always the 
difficulty of referring to it by name. For instance, how could one ask a colleague "Have you read the '?' 
this month?"! During its life the magazine had various editors but, eventually, for the usual reasons, it 
faded away *. Later, the idea of a magazine was revived, initially as a single sheet under the title of 
''News Bulletin", which later acquired several extra pages. Once again the need arose for a suitable 
name, and with the support of the Social Club Committee a competition to find such a name was run, a 
prize of a book token being offered. The competition resulted in the finest collection of pub names that 
we, as the Editors at that time, had ever seen! The winning name, the "Bush Telegraph", was submitted 
independently by two members and it was decided to award both of them a prize. 

 
With various ups and downs, the magazine has continued under this name ever since. 

 May 1949 saw the creation of British Dielectric Research Limited, with the arrival 
at Wood Lane of an advance party in the charge of Dr. R. S. Vincent and Dr. Burger. By' October 
B.D.R. was established and its main programme of work had commenced. 
1949 also saw the arrival of your Historians (G.F.H. in February; A.E.M. in October). G.F.H. recalls 
that upon arrival he had to give up clothing coupons in order to obtain two laboratory coats! But before 
the coats were actually issued, clothes rationing came to an end. A.E.M.'s first impressions were 
gained at what was, perhaps, the biggest occasion of 1949, the Open Day held on the 4th October, the 
preparations for which involved a considerable amount of extra work for the staff. Demonstrations and 
displays were arranged by almost every Department and the biggest "spring clean" ever witnessed at 
Wood Lane took place. The Drawing Office was engaged almost fulltime on the preparation of 
direction signs, display boards and name tags, etc. 
 
 

* One short series of articles which appeared in the "?" was concerned with the "Antiquities of Wood 
Lane", including the Wood Lane Power Station and the contemporary surroundings. 
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Open Day. Wood Lane. 1949 
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On the actual day invited guests were entertained during the morning, staffs from other 
Company establishments during the afternoon, and friends and relatives of Wood Lane employees 
during the evening. In all 590 visitors toured the Laboratories, and were revived afterwards by 
refreshments provided in the canteen. 

Perhaps, from the staff's point of view, the most memorable departure from normal was the 
sight of the Wood Lane jointers resplendent in their Persil white overalls! From the visitors' point of 
view, probably one thing which will be remembered was the entry into the Rubber and Plastics 
Laboratory. At this time, reconstruction of this part of the building (the bunkers) had commenced and 
the iron staircase had been moved from inside the western end of the building and re-erected outside 
on tubular steel scaffolding. At the top, entry into the Rubber Laboratory was gained through a 
window which had been removed, leaving a space about 5 ft. high by 2 ft. 6 in. wide. The exit from the 
Laboratory was equally hazardous, via the spiral staircase down from the roof at the eastern end! 
Despite the above difficulties, we believe a favourable impression was created. 
 The Open Day received notice in the local papers and Trade Press and many letters of 
appreciation were received. 

Difficulties in the Rubber and Plastics Laboratory were not confined to the Open Day however. 
The ensuing winter months were a trying period for the staff. The south wall of the Laboratory 
consisted of corrugated iron sheets. After the bunkers were removed from beyond this corrugated iron, 
the gaps allowed the wind and the rain - and even the snow - to penetrate, and until this wall was 
bricked up conditions were 

2 million volt surge generator 
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decidedly uncomfortable. While the walls and the new flat roof were being built, the existing roof had 
to be jacked up with a forest of scaffold poles. When the new roof was completed the old roof was 
removed in sections. The "forest" then multiplied overnight in order to support a platform for 
plastering the new ceiling, a fresh hazard which necessitated most of the machinery being covered for 
a period with tarpaulins. 

This work and the main work of construction of the then Administration Block was completed 
in late 1950. 

The early part of 1950 saw the installation of the 2 million volt surge generator, at that time 
one of the most powerful in the country. This was to enable surge tests to be made on all the 
Company's cables, etc., up to the highest voltage. Installation was complete by mid-year and was 
followed on the 28th July by a visit of the B.B.C. 
Mobile Recording Unit to record details and impressions for Radio Newsreel. Mr. Valentine Selsey 
described the "Wellsian" atmosphere of the laboratory and the purpose and operation of the set were 
explained by Messrs. Hawley and Hartshorn. The demonstration flash-over, occurring at 
approximately l1/2 million volts, was sufficiently impressive to cause the recording engineer, Mr. 
Shelton Williams, to step back very smartly! 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Surge generator 
. BBC Radio News interview with Mr. 1'. R. Hartshorn (left) 
 and Mr. W. G. Hawley (in HV Control Room), August 1950 

 

 
A Metropolitan-Vickers electron microscope was also purchased in 1950, and was installed 

originally on the top floor of Faraday, but was later transferred to Kelvin when the erection of this 
block was completed in 1951, and then to McFadzean (1960. It has since been superseded (see Chapter 
Eleven). 

 
Prior to 1952, the title of the establishment was "Research and Engineering Organization", and 

a large part of the work had been connected with everyday 
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engineering problems. In the summer of 1952, however, there took place a major reorganization of the 
Company's policy towards research and the engineering side of Wood Lane's activities became more 
and more subjugated to research as such. Dr. A. L. Williams, up to that time Power Cables Manager, 
was appointed Research Manager. The departure to Erith Works, early in 1959, of the staff of the 
Power Cables Office and their team of jointers, severed the final link at Wood Lane between 
Engineering and the Research Organization, as it had now become. 

However, Engineering returned to Wood Lane when the establishment attained full Divisional 
status with the creation in 1964 of the Central Research and Engineering Division. 
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