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The barracks were built to provide accommodation and training facilities for the men 
of the reserve fleet who were waiting to be appointed to ships. Previously, these 
men had been housed in hulks laid up in the River Medway.  

H.M.S. Pembroke 

The original H.M.S. Pembroke in 1900.  

Designed by Colonel Henry Pilkington, construction of the barracks was begun in 
1897 (on the site of Chatham convict prison) and the first phase of development 
(which included the Drill Hall or ‘Drill Shed’ as it was often called) was completed on 
26 March 1902. The second phase of building included the development of barrack 
facilities such as swimming baths and a bowling alley and was completed by De-
cember 1902. ‘H.M.S. Pembroke’ was adopted as the name of the barracks as this 
had been the title of one of the hulks that had originally housed the men.  
On the 30 April 1903, the men entered the barracks by the main gate for the first 
time to begin their occupation. The barracks had cost £425,000 and could originally 
accommodate 4,742 officers and ratings. 
The gates to the Naval Barracks were finally closed on 31 March 1984. 
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The Drill Hall (Drill Shed) 

drill, n. 
The action or method of instructing in military evolutions; military exercise or train-
ing… 

1878 Chambers's Encycl. III. 671/1 *Drill-halls, in which drill can be 
carried on comfortably in any kind of weather, are now common.
          
    Oxford English Dictionary 

The Drill Hall was completed by 1902 and, as its name suggests, was constructed 
to provide an indoor space in which the exercise and training of navy personnel 
could be undertaken during inclement weather. Often referred to as the ‘Drill Shed’ 
it has also been used variously as an overflow barracks, exhibition centre, naval 
store (for rum, clothing and general supplies) and building materials warehouse. 
The Court Martial Room is located on the upper floor at the rear of the Drill Hall. 
 
Gideon Gardiner (see Bedwell 2006, p.24) described the Drill Hall (Shed) in 1917: 
  

 The drill shed is about 250 yards long and 25 yards wide; solid brick 
walls, with offices along one side… It has a glass roof, quarter of an 
 inch thick.  
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Originally a time ball was suspended from the 
top of one of the towers above the entrance. 
This was dropped daily (except Sunday) at 
10:00 a.m. and 1:00 p.m. GMT to indicate the 
exact time to ships on the River Medway.  

Part of c.1907 map of the Naval Barracks 
showing the Drill Hall with time ball 

 
Throughout its life, the Drill Hall has been used as a temporary overflow dormitory 
when the barrack accommodation blocks were full. In September 1917 the problem 
of housing the men had been further exacerbated by two unanticipated events: 
 
Firstly, the men who had been earmarked to join the battleship H.M.S. Vanguard 
had been forced to remain at the barracks after she had been sunk at Scapa Flow 
in July 1917 (Booth 1999, p. 41). 
 
Secondly, an outbreak of ‘spotted fever’ (epidemic cerebro-spinal meningitis) in the 
barracks meant that the sleeping accommodation had to be increased in an effort to 
avoid further infection. 
 
It was the necessity of using the Drill Hall at this time that precipitated the saddest 
episode in the history of this building.  

September 1917 

Monday 3 September 1917 

On the night of 3 September 1917, around 900 men were either asleep or resting in 
their hammocks in the Drill Hall. 
 
There was some cloud and a 
light wind, but generally the 
weather was fine as five Ger-
man Gotha aeroplanes set off 
for Medway from Gontrode in 
Belgium at around 9:30 p.m. 
One of the Gothas later had 
to turn back over the Channel 
due to engine trouble but the 
remaining four continued, 
‘each loaded with 300lbs of 
bombs’ (Booth 1999, p. 40). 
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The Gotha had made its first appearance in numbers in 1917: 
 

It was a giant biplane….The span was 77 feet and the length 40 
feet; the height was 12 feet. The Gotha had two engines, each of 
the famous [220hp] Mercedes type used in super-Zeppelins….The 
aeroplane normally seated three men – an observer or gunner in 
front in the centre line, with a clear field of view or fire; behind, or 
abaft, him was the pilot, seated somewhat to the left, leaving a 
passage from the front to the rear of the body; and behind him was 
yet another gunner. Three machines-guns were commonly 
mounted. 
 
In the body there was accommodation for fourteen bombs….The 
speed would probably be 80 miles an hour with full load at a great 
height, and at least 90 or 100 miles an hour without a load of 
bombs….The machines commonly flew at 12,000 and 15,000 feet, 
where only the most powerful anti-aircraft guns could reach them. 
Their great size led spectators to imagine that they were flying very 
low. 
(Wilson (ed.) [no date]. pp.128-129). 

 
At around 11:00 p.m., the four remaining Gothas flew over Eastchurch and began to 

follow the moonlit River Medway to-
wards Chatham. The raiders continued 
their approach unchallenged and found 
the town fully illuminated and com-
pletely unprepared for an attack.  

 
Previously the Germans had only at-
tacked from the air during daylight 
hours but took the decision to raid at 
night due to the increasing loss of 
bombers from daytime raids. The 
bombing raid of 3 September 1917 
was therefore the first of the night or 
‘moonlight’ (Morris 1925, p.235) raids 
and took the Medway towns com-
pletely by surprise.  

As a result, no anti-aircraft guns opened fire and no British fighters were sent to 
combat the enemy. The Gotha attack was further facilitated by a dreadful lack of 
communication between the key authorities:  

Owing to a defensive mix-up (a practice alert earlier in the evening 
meant that telephone warnings of a real raid, which were intended 
to notify the electrical department and a power station to extinguish 
all lights at once, were not taken seriously and ignored). 
(Fegan 2002, p. 133). 



6 

 

Ironically, local people had even been warned to expect the testing of the night air 
defences and would naturally have assumed that the actual raid was just part of the 
practice alert: 
 
 In one Chatham cinema, just as the raid was beginning, a notice was 
 flashed upon the screen telling people not to be alarmed. 
 (MacDougall 1980, p. 430). 
 
The Gotha was equipped with only ‘primitive bomb sights and the most rudimentary 
of target locators’ (Macdougall 1981, p.429) so bombing was, to some degree, in-
discriminate. The raiders would go on to drop a total of seventeen bombs in the 
districts of Gillingham and Chatham; the accuracy of their bombs owing as much to 
‘tragic ill chance’ (Cole and Cheeseman 1984, p. 323) as the skill of the German 
pilots.  
 
Two 50kg bombs made a direct hit on the Drill Hall, crashing through the glass roof 
and exploding on the concrete floor of the sleeping quarters. Some reports stated 
that the bombs did little damage to the concrete floor of the Drill Hall and thus 
‘expended all their force upwards’ (see Bedwell 2006, p.26).  
 
The hands of the clock in the tower were frozen at 11:12 p.m., giving the exact time 
the bombs hit the Drill Hall. 
What followed was truly terrible, as the quarter inch thick glass roof fell in: 
 

There were some terrific explosions, and before we knew what 
was happening the roof was lifted sheer off the hut, blown up in to 
the air, and fell into a thousand pieces on to the men. It was the 
falling glass, which was very thick and very heavy that did the 
damage. (Anon 1917, p. 4). 
 

As most of the men were asleep and wearing only their ‘night attire’ (see Bedwell 
2006, p.26) they could do little to protect themselves from the lethal shards of falling 
glass. The result was horrific.  

Ordinary Seaman Frederick W. Turpin went to the scene to help with the wounded. 
He recorded what happened in his notebook: 
 

 It was a gruesome task. Everywhere we found bodies in a terribly 
mutilated condition. Some with arms and legs missing and some 
headless. The gathering up of the dismembered limbs turned one 
sick….It was a terrible affair and the old sailors, who had been in 
several battles, said they would rather be in ten Jutlands or Heligo-
lands than go through another raid such as this. (Fegan 2002, p. 
133). 

Officers and the surviving ratings who were able to ‘tore at the rubble with their bare 
hands’ (Booth 1999, p. 41) in their efforts to find those lost beneath the debris of the 
shattered Drill Hall. The work of the rescuers continued through the night and was 
only completed some seventeen hours later on Tuesday afternoon:  
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It was a sad spectacle in the moonlight – officers and men carry-
ing the dead bodies of comrades into buildings which had been 
transformed into a mortuary and the seriously wounded cases into 
motor ambulances which sped to the hospital - flying glass and 
falling debris accounting for many of the casualties.  
(see Easdown 2004, p.134). 
 

Gideon Gardiner (see Bedwell 2006, p.26), who was at the barracks at the time, 
made special note of his admiration of the ‘spirit, discipline and organisation’ of the 
men as they did their best to help their mates.  
 
E. Cronk was also at the barracks when the bombs hit:  
 

The raider dropped two bombs; one in the middle of the drill shed 
and one near the wall of the parade ground just where the sailors 
were sleeping. I shall never forget that night – the lights fading 
and the clock stopping… we of the rescue party picking out bod-
ies, and parts of bodies, from among glass and debris and placing 
them in bags, fetching out bodies in hammocks and laying them 
on a tarpaulin on the parade ground (you could not identify them). 
I carried one sailor to the sick bay who was riddled with shrapnel 
and had no clothes left on him. In the morning, to show that the 
officials could tell who was who, they had a General Pipe asking 
all sailors of different messes if they could identify any of the lost; 
it was impossible in most cases. It was one of the most terrible 
nights I have ever known – the crying and the moaning of dying 
men who had ten minutes before been fast asleep. 
(see Easdown 2004, p.134). 

Gardiner (see Bedwell 2006, p.25) describes the scene in the adjacent gymnasium 
where the dead were taken: 
 

Some had never woken up; apparently the shock appeared to 
have stopped their hearts. They were stretched out, white, gaunt, 
drawn faces, with eyes nearly bolting out of their heads. Others 
were greatly cut up, mangled, bleeding and some were blown limb 
from limb. 

 
The wounded ratings were attended to at the scene by the medical officers and sick 
berth attendants before they were taken to local hospitals. Such was the severity of 
the wounds of many that they succumbed to their injuries shortly afterwards. Gar-
diner (see Bedwell 2006, p.26) states that ‘nearly all were hopeless cases’. 
 
Even today, figures for the total number of men who died are uncertain, with figures 
ranging between 130 and 136: 
 

It was estimated that about 90 men had been killed in their ham-
mocks, another 40 or so had been so seriously injured they were 
not expected to live….The death toll was announced as 98 but 
with many others seriously wounded, some of whom would proba-
bly die, the final figure was nearer 135. (Booth 1999, p. 41). 
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The General Headquarters Home Forces Secret Bulletins on air raids for the period 
of 3rd and 4th September 1917 (that gave the official account of the attack) stated 
that ‘no less than 130 naval ratings were killed and 88 wounded’.  
 
The bombs that fell on the Drill Hall caused the largest single loss of life from an air 
raid in the whole of the First World War.  
The disaster had shocked and outraged ‘the whole country’ (Baldwin 1998, p.284) 
and the countrywide indignation began to acquire its own ‘morbid emotional-
ism’ (Castle 1982, p.209). This had also occurred with airship raids, such as the one 
where 15 children had been killed in the bombing of the Upper North Street Schools 
in 1917. 
The bitter sense of injustice at the slaughter of so many men unprepared for conflict 
was well expressed by one of the ratings who survived the raid: 
 

It’s rotten to think of our chums dying like that….If they had to die they 
wanted to die fighting’. (Anon 1917, p. 4).  

On Thursday 6 Septem-
ber, eighteen lorries 
draped with Union Jacks 
drove 98 (25 families 
had requested private 
interments elsewhere 
and other ratings were 
buried later when they 
had finally been identi-
fied) of the dead ratings 
to the cemetery in 
Woodlands Road, Gil-
lingham, where they 
were to be buried with 
full military honours. 
They were followed by a 
huge procession of marching soldiers and sailors, with many thousands of local 
residents lining the streets to pay their respects as the cortege passed.  

Gideon Gardiner (see Bedwell 2006, pp. 27-28) attended the funeral and recalled 
the scene in a letter to his mother: 
 

The funeral took place on Thursday. I’ve never seen such in my life. The 
procession was estimated to be between two and three miles long. 
There were eighteen vans, with six bodies on each….Each man had a  
separate coffin and grave and his own Minister.  
I might say that I went to the funeral. My word it was a solemn sight. I 
only counted five happy faces along the road there (two and a half 
miles). Another impressive part was when the Commander, at the close, 
called the ‘Ships Company’ (everyone present, about 5,000) to ‘Attention’ 
and then a band of buglers played the Last Post over the bodies of their 
old chums and shipmates.  

Funeral 
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Drill Hall you would like to share, please contact: 
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The clock just froze 
 

From the inferno birds had flown 
That unmistakeable Gotha* drone 
Silence stirred as blackness rained 
Its stricken path left harsh remains 

Upon the Drill Hall boundaries. 
Then fire, which seemed to defy the sky, 

Lifts up the broken bodies’ form 
Like plumes of whirling cordite torn 

From crashing tonnage laid. 
The morning came as stock was taken 

Of dead and living but who can tell 
The Heavens above shone in waiting 
Although below it seemed like hell, 

The crime of war had left seamen broken 
That moonlit night so long ago 
Disregard less in their waiting 

The Medway towns were all aglow, 
September 3rd was the fateful dateline 

Sailors of the King slept or dozed 
Unsuspecting early reveille 

At 11:12 the clock just froze. 
Families who grieved in silence 
For the 140 men died that day 

Left a plaque now inside a library** 
A memory of a darker day, 

The library tower now attracts 
Peaceful birds in search of haven 

Its domes intact, but clearly stained 
By unforgiving ravens. 

 
Neil Saunders  

*Gotha is a long-range WWI bi-plane bomber 
**The Drill Hall was adapted into a university library in 2005 


