
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THE teeth have been drawn from the mouth of the Humber but the eyes are still there. The 
teeth were the guns of the twin lowers of Bull Sands and Haile Sands, which guarded the 
ports of the Humber during two world wars. The eyes are those of the men who work in the 
forts today. 

Theirs is a lonely, dangerous life, but they enjoy their seclusion and are unenthusiastic 
about a proposal to open the forts to tourists. 
If the mile-long steel boom connecting Haile Sands fort to the 

Humberston shore were decked, ii could be used as a 
promenade in fine weather, said Mr. Charles Geoffrey 
Walker. B.E.M., foreman of the eight-man maintenance crew. 
"But I can't see elderly ladies and children being landed at Bull 
Sands in any sea." 
Walker knows the treachery of the currents swirling around 

the lonely towers as the outgoing river meets the incoming 
sea. He won his medal because he would not let the sea defeat 
him. It was during the 1953 floods, when storms smashed the 

fort jetties, flooded cellars, fused lights. Determined to keep the navigational lights burning. 
Walker and his companion. Ken CaswelL refused to leave the forts during a lull in the 
weather. 
As on any sea-going ship, the steel plating inside and outside the forts has to be continually 

painted to safeguard against rust. The wooden landing stages have to be kept in repair, and 
ship warning systems maintained. All this is the work of the maintenance crew of eight 
civilians. They man the forts in pairs for ten days at a time. At the end of their stretch they 
have four days ashore before spending their next spell of duly on the other fort. 
''You soon run out of conversation on the forts," said Harry Brown, a ten-year veteran. 

Tom Jardine does a spot of fishing for codling, and someone once made a rug. Joe Garbutt 
used to be a cobbler and knows how to make shoes, but he saves his skill until he goes on 



leave. 
Both forts are equipped with television, although Bull Sands has only one channel. Haile 

Sands lacks billiards and table tennis. At certain times of day Bull Sands can contact her 
sister fort by means of a walkie-talkie radio. Haile Sands, more fortunate, has a telephone to 
the mainland. 
During the summer the men watch out for unwary tourists being trapped by the incoming 

tide as they rashly attempt to walk to the forts across the sands. John Cobley remembers a 
fifteen-year-old girl being swept away as she stopped to wave farewell to soldiers once 
stationed on the forts. She was never seen again. And four electricians and two soldiers 
were drowned in 1950 when they set off in a rowing boat for Haile Fort. After a barge had 
overturned in high seas, explosive shells were once scattered along the coast for forty miles. 
Landing at the forts can be tricky at the best of times: a slip from the jetty could 

mean an icy grave. Three times a week, Alfred Oakes, Hull skipper of the M.V., 
Mombretia sails out of Grimsby with supplies. The water in the estuary is often more choppy 
than in the open sea and he cannot always land. Fresh milk, bread and newspapers are 

brought over on the boat. The maintenance men take their own 
food to work and cook it themselves. Fresh water can be 
pumped into huge storage tanks from a natural stream beneath 
the seabed. And the same pump provides a 110-volt electricity 
supply. A diesel-powered generator charges the batteries, 
Bull Sands, almost twice as big as the other fort, can garrison 

300 men. It was not operational until 1918, about a year after 
Haile Sands, and was erected only alter two unsuccessful 
attempts. Last year a naval survey revealed a subsidence of 
fifty feet, but the fort is said to be in no danger of being 
washed away. Bull Sands was built on two concentric steel 

circles pile-driven into the seabed. The inner rings were filled with concrete. 
Each fort was armed with six-inch and six-pounder guns and searchlights. An anti-

submarine boom sealed up the gaps between the forts and the shore. 
East Riding Heavy Artillery Regiment (442 Coast) 

manned the forts in the winter of 1939 and suffered 
the first casualty of the war by enemy action in this 
country. A German plane which had dropped 
parachute mines, machine-gunned the sentries, 
wounding one in the arm. Soldiers continued to 
roan the forts until 1957, and once a year the guns 
would be fired to make sure they were ready for 
action. 
But in the age of technological warfare, the forts are 

outdated. Soldiers and armaments were evacuated, 
but to safeguard shipping, the War Department 
maintains navigational lighting and fog signals. The 
forts cost £1,000,000 each to build and could cost 
about as much to remove; and nobody could 
guarantee that it would be done satisfactorily. What 
should be done with them? Nobody knows - but the 
men: who live on them made one. Suggestion: if the 
sea were to reclaim about a quarter of a mile of 
Spurn Point, they said, Bull Sands fort would be 
outside the three-mile limit - and useful as a duty-free drinking resort! 

 
 
 


