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Broad Character: Military 

Character Type: Military Facility 

Irish Sea Regional Perspective 

Introduction: Defining/Distinguishing Attributes  

The only active military facility on England’s Irish Sea coast is the firing range at Eskmeals, 
on the west coast of Cumbria. It is an MoD facility for land-based weapons, based in the sand 
dunes south of the Esk Estuary, with a danger area stretching out to sea for around 8km. The 
north-western edge of England’s sector of the Irish Sea also contains part of the 
Kirkcudbright Firing Range, based in Scotland. Both sites include the firing of depleted 
uranium munitions. The test firing of depleted uranium in the UK began with a small 
research at Eskmeals in the early 1960’s, leading to a more extensive programme at 
Eskmeals and Kirkcudbright in Dumfries and Galloway (Carter 2002). The sand dunes facing 
the Irish Sea have long been a focus for firing ranges and historic OS maps show firing 
ranges in the dunes at Haverigg, near Millom, as well as at Fairhaven and Lytham, in areas 
now developed as part of Lytham St Annes, and at Altcar on the West Lancashire coast. The 
limits of two Dee Estuary firing ranges, at Burton and Deeside, also extend into the English 
sector. 

Former military airfields, dating to the First and Second World War, are a feature of 
England’s Irish Sea coast, though most have now been adapted to other purposes, including 
civilian airfields. They are a particular feature of the north Cumbrian coastline, but there 
were also airfields in south Cumbria, along the north of Morecambe Bay and at Woodvale in 
West Lancashire. Woodvale and the airfield on Walney Island, Barrow, were both part of 
larger military bases which were part of the essential defence of Liverpool and Barrow, 
respectively. 

Historical Processes; Components, Features And Variability 

The military facilities of this coastline relate largely to the defensive crust established against 
invasion in the Second World War. In some cases, the facilities were a continuation of First 
World War establishments, such as the landing strip at Cardunnock (Anthorn) in the remote 
north western corner of Cumbria. It was re-established as an Emergency Landing Ground for 
RAF Silloth by the RAF at the beginning of the Second World War, and was then taking 
over as a Naval air-station at the end of 1942 
(http://www.users.globalnet.co.uk/~rwbarnes/defence). It became RNAS Anthorn, and given 
the title ‘HMS Nuthatch’. It continued in operation until 1957 when it was mothballed. The 
site is now a communications centre and its radio masts transmit the UK time signal. Silloth 
airfield, a short distance to the south was set up as a Second World War maintenance unit for 
aircraft defending the Cumbrian coast and its installations. It was then transferred to coastal 
command for the duration of the war (http://www.users.globalnet.co.uk/~rwbarnes/defence , 
and the maintenance unit operated within the station. It is disused as an airfield and operates 
as an industrial estate. RAF Kirkbride, to the east was also a Second World War maintenance 
depot, which remained in use until 1960 (http://www.users.globalnet.co.uk/~rwbarnes/ 
defence). 

There were other airfields around Barrow-in-Furness in south Cumbria, at Haverigg, Walney 
and Cark. RAF Millom, at Haverigg was established as a bombing school in the Second 
World War, later becoming an observer school. 

Walney Island had extensive military defences. There were two coastal artillery installations, 
Hilpsord Fort on the site of the nature reserve in south Walney, and Fort Walney in the north 
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(http://www.users.globalnet.co.uk/~rwbarnes/defence). The Second World War battery at 
Fort Walney originated as coastal defences constructed in July 1911. Hilpsford Fort was built 
as a First World War as an emergency battery in 1914, was dismantled in the 1920s, and was 
reinstated in 1940. Individual features, from the two forts survive, but they were largely 
dismantled, and in the case of Fort Walney, largely redeveloped. The site of Walney Airfield, 
to the north of Fort Walney, was chosen to be a civilian airfield in 1935, but was not built 
until 1940, when it was used as an RAF training base in the Second World War. An RAF 
base for personnel was built in 1942, along with accommodation camps. The airfield is now 
owned by BAE Systems, and is used by the Lakes Gliding Club (http://www.walney-
island.com/walney_airfield_01.htm). 

Cark Airfield lies to the east of Barrow, on the Cartmel peninsula north of Morecambe Bay. 
It is now used for some civil aviation and as an sky-diving centre, and part has been reused as 
a holiday camp. It was established as a wartime fighter aerodrome, opening in 1941, 
following which it was used for Flying Training Command, and as a staff Pilot Training Unit 
(http://www.users.globalnet.co.uk/~rwbarnes/defence). It closed in 1945, and went over to 
civilian use, but many of the wartime features, such as the pillboxes, fighter aircraft pens and 
other buildings survive. It is considered to be an exceptionally well-preserved example of a 
wartime airfield, with all six original dispersal fighter pens virtually complete, along with the 
upstanding remains of many of their support. It also has a rare and well preserved example of 
a machine gun range. 

On the West Lancashire coast is the site of RAF Woodvale, originally built as a night fighter 
station for the fighter defence of Mersey and Liverpool. It opened in 1941 on the site of the 
former Freshfield Golf Club and was designed as a Forward Airfield Night Fighter Station. 
Many original buildings remain (http://www.merseyreporter.com/history/historic/woodvale). 
It is still an RAF station, and is home to the University Air Squadrons of Manchester and 
Liverpool, as well as the Merseyside Police Air Support Group and RAF No. 10 Air 
Experience Flight (AEF), and local flying clubs. 

Values And Perceptions 

The marine expressions of this Character Type lack readily observable physical 
characteristics. The most direct impact is on the sea bed of the firing ranges, and where 
activities are restricted. Existing military facilities, such as the Eskmeals Firing Range and 
RAF Woodvale, dominate their coastal landscape through restricted movements enforced by 
fencing and warning signs. The sites of former military facilities still have a strong physical 
presence, even where they have been transferred to civilian use. The historical importance of 
these former wartime installations is appreciated locally in the role they played protecting 
against invasion, and elements of the former RAF Cark are designated as a Scheduled 
Monument. 

Research, Amenity And Education 

As defence installations, active modern components are generally secret with restricted 
public access. However, military features from earlier periods have received considerable 
attention from military historians. Local military historians have taken an interest in the 
surviving structures of the former military sites and information has been made available on-
line (http://www.users.globalnet.co.uk/~rwbarnes/defence) providing a useful gazetteer and 
guide. Military installations and their history are part of the nation’s local, regional, national 
and international past and present. The inherently competitive nature of warfare means that 
features change rapidly in this particular sphere of human activity. Therefore, there is scope 
for further detailed and comprehensive archaeological research complementing both land and 
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maritime perspectives. The military sites along this Irish Sea coastline have mostly been 
decommissioned, and some such as Walney and Cark are primarily used for amenity uses. 

In terms of formal education, this Character Type is particularly relevant to the Secondary 
National Curriculum for history and geography, providing local, regional and national foci 
for studies of British, European and World History. 

Condition And Forces For Change 

Apart from the scheduled features at Cark, most surviving military features have no formal 
protection. Those components in regular use are usually well maintained. However, historic 
military features are vulnerable to neglect, vandalism, alteration or removal. 

Rarity And Vulnerability 

This Character Type has left a significant imprint on coastal land- and sea-scape character 
from the past, but where its features have been decommissioned, they are vulnerable to 
redevelopment or change. On Walney Island, for example, the airfield survives, but the area 
of the RAF camp and personnel accommodation was redeveloped with no recording or 
investigation. 
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