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HM S Hornbill, Naval Air Station, Culham Park

Opened around 1944 and closed 1953. The site was largely taken over by the UKAEA for Culham Laboratory ieri®60. Sc
of the JET project and other nuclear research.

However, in 1970, behind the Culham Laboratory and outside their wire, was another wire, whioh eldHoundary of
HMS Hornbill, and in this area were a large number of the old huts and other buildings making siphabléeamp” areas
extending some way into the woods at the south end of Nuneham Park. These were large desolatd abeasloiéch
although suffering some vandalism and demolition here and there, were still sufficigatdt to find many interesting artifacts
and bits of the old history of the sites. So far away from anywhere hardly anyone ever venturé&y¢ngngeekend one
would see driver-less cars slowly driving around the outside of the UKAEA wire, whictedde run down the centre of the
perimeter track. But they never strayed much off course. They were in fact being drivenlbgisara who were too young
to hold a licence, but here they got away with it as it was not a public road. | heard that many aybsghabiiearned to
drive there at a very early age,

Now, going back in time there was once a highway across the area at the back of the laba@aléetane. This appears to
have been classified as a "road used as public path" or green lane in 1970. Some of it, accorgs)gda steaight across the
wired off area inside Culham Lab, but this would have been the pre-war route. It would havesednlating the war and by
1970 it was obviously diverted around the wire by some rather vague occasional arrows. Forhenasglydness meant one
could wander around somewhat off route with fair excuse. But parts of the orignal bit beyonfiefdengire so overgrown
that | recall taking a pair of garden shears with me to be able to make progress alomagtithis fvas the state of many
country footpaths and bridleways at that time, before the green welly brigade took them ovarteddostvear them away.
This path started at the side of Culham College (more recently the European Schoohtaightvacross the railway and the
bottom of Nuneham Park and came out on Clifton Heath just before the Golden Balls. Theargoianadf this route to me
was that it went right through the desolate and derelict areas of the old Naval statpsn c

Below are some pictures taken during my explorations made around 1970.

All pictures copyright reserved.

This appears to have been a southern gateway into Nuneham park turifingneé Lane, and was just on the left after you crosseailaay. Known
as Abingdon Lodge, it seems to have been preserved all the waglththe time of the air station, having become "raised up" presyrmaftbt the
surrounding ground was levelled. However, this was demolished soon afpécttire was taken and nothing remains.
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This cottage stood just on the edge of Lock Wood and backed onto the rHilway.have been empty for a long time since the war caused its
evacuation maybe, but was probably a gardeners cottage for Nunehaml&ankp® show greenhouses on the corner of the wood. This cottage had
been completely wiped out when | re-visited a few years latek Wamd, which ran down to the side of the Thames, was the site fehsde
cottages known as Lock Cottages and the subject of numerous illustmatidsr books of 19th and early 20th century. They used to stand beside a
rustic bridge to an Island, but was allegedly burnt down as the reshéiomis-use by service men. When exploring down there | found thénseofa
the walls and a well but that's another story.

There were two encampment areas outreaching into the woods whishmagainterested in. One at the north western side was boithenback of
Lock Wood. The other was towards the north eastern side just bedoteng Clifton Heath. Some evidence | found at the time suggestedrnibgse
have been named, and that the former was called Fergus camp.desngesi to have more admisitrative things like offices and aghéadcall
finding old pads of wayhbills, and another item addressed to the commarfiieg aff Fergus Camp, RNAS Culham, for the WRNS Galley.dther
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camp may have been more residential with barracks in Nissen lanke?iBeside one was this old car.
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This is one of the old waybill pads | found at the first (Ferguspc&dote the date of revision is 1964.
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As most records refer to this as a Naval air station, thdimgon this board is rather interesting. However, the Joint Air Reiszamae Intelligence
Centre was at the same time based at the mansion house next daumandsRAF Nuneham Park. Maybe the RAF provided the policing for the
airfield too. This was found, as far as | recall, by a poliieebn the north eastern campsite. The spelling of Nuneham sdshsuspect.
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General view of the north eastern camp.

More of the north eastern camp. At this time someone had stardedblish the occasional building, but not in any systematic way, wéches!
strange. Maybe some yielded useful materials more than others.
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More of the north eastern camp

More of the north eastern camp
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More of the north eastern camp
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As you progressed north a separate track between its own wire Fevadid out north towards the southern end of Nuneham Park. This is a view
looking back towards the camp.
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This is where it headed. It appears to have been an elaboratstedidio projecting out up high into Nuneham park, and is the furthest poinfoorth
the whole site. The high poles carried radio aerials, the rerofimsich hung down in forelorn dereliction. They seemed to be wooden telgupkgsh
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joined together and some had already fallen down. The buildings in the diatanesidential properties in Nuneham Park, although the one towards

the centre looks a bit like it could have been a Post Office mpeaitding? Maybe a link in the radio chain?? | would very much likentbdut more

details of the purpose of this radio site. | dont feel it is quitermal airfield radio operation and was it Navy or RAF? The Hajtaye pylons had of
course only been built recently serving the new Didcot power station wkiracts its cooling water from the Thames at a point below Wid.

r

It seems strange to me that the Navy had to fence itself srebeagainst the boundary of the RAF Nuneham Park site!
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Within the building at the nearest end the wide door leads to whady feas the standby generator room.

And the next room is either a workshop or more likely the actual rgdipraent room.
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Beyond this was a hallway and then smaller offices.

On all the walls were these assemblies where the aegidéfs appeared to come up from the floor for routing around the rooquisede
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This is one of the coaxial feeder cables from the aerials.
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Switchgear or maybe aerial grounding points and fuses?

This looks like an old aerial tower support that has been cut dowrrég. $¢ote the date "1946" carved into the concrete by the builder!

12 of 1¢ 26/10/2021, 15:F



Martin

13 of 1¢

http://www.aeolian-hall.myzen.co.uk/hornbill.h

,'r_." L A I.\‘I.-- fi
[~}
<]
° |
- -
=" =at—~
=T
L}
* I. L | E
- i TS
TR
L] |
(.
|".T"']_ |
(] [ [.‘ |
o !
=0 Rt NynaEaddm 2l K
W T A

This is a drawing | made at the time of the station layout.
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Like a gateway into the past, this is the point where Thame lrdaesehe old site at the north eastern corner, if you approachethieddfifton Heath
end.

Anyone remember Timeslip? This was a childrens sci-fi dramessa@ired at about the same time as these pictures Were Tehe time barrier depicted
in the series was an old ministry site fence just like this!

| have not visited these areas on foot for 40 years but as faaasée from Google satellite views every trace of all theigings shown above has
been completely erased in a very clinical and effective way.

| was only 15 when | was exploring this place, and hindsight is a wondlarfgl Everything seemed straightforward then. If only | could go back there
now | feel there are a number of questions that could still be aegwihe RAF wayhill | found at Fergus camp was dated 1964. This ssijgest

was serious activity there in these remote hidden camps evenla$iere and the takeover by the UKAEA of the main airfield 6itanaybe NAVY
inefficiency meant they were still sending new batches of fortes eibsure! There seemed to be a lot of buildings in both these emtp®t just
nissen huts. Some of them were high with second floor windows liké conétol towers. The radio station appears to have been primatilgrawave
station, | wonder if it was a listening station of some soritAWas a transmitting station | wonder what its purpose was.tk¢astation and maybe the
north east camp Navy or RAF? Maybe it integrated in some way WiEhNRineham rather than HMS Hornbill. | know the fitting of radios t ne
aircraft was part of the tasks undertaken at the airfield, think this station is rather more than for testing purposes. Theamps were quite isolated
from the airfield and the rest of the countryside around and would havédeaéfor carrying out covert work. | bet few of the local people tiey
existed during the life of the site when airfield restrictions wdnd in force. It was so remote an area that | believe theneplans to build a prison on
parts of this land. Information on HMS Hornbill and RAF Nuneham is Maijed and tends to concentrate on the airfield activities. | evbel
interested to hear more from anyone with further insight into all this

In fact while writing this | have discovered the web pages of Mri€k@Watson who tells us that the Parachute Course Admin Unistatisned at
Pegasus camp in the 1950s before being merged into the Abingdon site. Sothpihésesite was re-used and | guess named Pegasus due to their
presence, but it is still a mystery as to what went on theozebtife PCAU took over. On his site is this nice picture of thaadgital block:

By acknowledgement to Carrick Watson
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from his description, this may have been the block in the centre betieeeamps near the road up to the lodge and gate into Nuneham Park. His
website is

http://www.carrickdesign.co.uk/pcauculham.htm

Also, there are some recent pictures taken by an expierer

Below is a map | sketched at the time showing the important ésatucannot vouch for how accurate this was or how much artstedid may have

included. But | have just downloaded a 1975 map showing most of these buildingsrinsimilar way, although by that time many were being
demolished.
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| seemed to have called the north east site Pegasus. | guasishiave determined this from somewhere although | cannot recall aftearall these
years.
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And finally this is a map showing the various locations where the photos were taken.

A Old cottage
B Old gatehouse

C North west (Fergus?) camp (This is in fact Argus camp, information courtesy ofSMikson)

D Lock Cottages
E North east camp
F Radio station

G point where Thame Lane passed through the old wire fence.

And finally finally....

As an aside not entirely unconnected, this appears to be the remains of a glider found in a wood near
Abingdon, possibly was used as a garden shed?
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Additional photos discovered recently:

Lionel Brett, in his book "Landscape in Distress" , published in 1965,aif®w photographs of the Culham Site to
illustrate some of his points about landscape. The first oneather mice view of the radio site even before it was as
derelict as it was when | found it. The other two are of unknownitesabut non the less interesting.
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NEW SITE -Culham Ticket Office

For those particularly with rail interest there is a lirgketo a recent site being developed concerning the Culham Station an#l #sth the RNAS
Hornbill.

Click hereto return to my home page.

This page is maintained Iartin
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