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Introduction

Invergordon,
with its deep
harbour, was of
vital importance in World War I as a large fuel
depot and repair base for the British Fleet. The
once quiet town was changed almost overnight
by the influx of thousands of Naval and Army
personnel, with over 250 Metropolitan police
keeping order in the dockyard. Late in the war
Americans arrived, stationed at Dalmore near
Alness to assemble mines which were loaded
at Invergordon. Russian troops and migrants
also passed through the port. 

A large number of town centre buildings were
taken over or built by the Navy as engineering
works, stores and offices. The dockyard alone
employed over 4,000 personnel, including
women. Two floating docks were installed at
the end of the West Pier. Land was reclaimed
from the shoreline (roughly the present road) to
its present area, requiring tons of soil brought
in on a specially constructed railway line. 

Large camps were needed to house the
dockyard workers and the army. Two new
hospitals were built, and the Masonic Lodge
taken over as a third. For entertainment there
were new cinemas, theatres, dance halls,
bowling, cricket, football and tennis clubs, and
a church recreational hall. 

After the war many buildings were destroyed
or sold off, but by exploring the sites on the
leaflet you will come across remnants of this
important era.

Railways

The railway came to Invergordon in 1863.
During the war many sidings and extra lines
were built to serve the repair base, including
tracks onto the piers (see map overleaf), to
move personnel, stores and to provide access to
heavy engineering workshops. The line was at
capacity, with trains supplying parts,
ambulance and leave transports, as well as
normal services. Civilians needed passes to
travel by train or road.

Stores and Offices

Numerous buildings
were taken over by
the Navy to become
stores for engineering
parts, foodstuffs etc.
The building next to The Ship Inn      was a
store for foodstuffs. The present Travis Perkins
building      and Oakes Villa Stores      also
survive, and were ideally placed as they both
had their own railway sidings. Some buildings
became naval offices, such as those at the
corner of the High Street and King Street which
became the Superintending Chief Engineers
offices      and drawing office     . 

Housing

As the population swelled from around 1100
to around 20,000, housing was a major issue.

Some hotels
such as the
Commercial
Hotel      and
the Royal Hotel
(burnt down in
1973) were
taken over for
accommodation

and canteens – and to control alcohol sales. A
number of wooden barracks were built for the
2,000 army personnel     . Dockyard workers
were housed on three ships at the west pier     ,
and then in 22 timber hutments     . In
addition, 126 houses      were built for married
dockyard workers, and six large houses for
officers     . The ships were taken away and the
hutments were
sold after the war,
but the cottages
and officer’s
housing are still
used today. 

Oil tanks

The oil tanks
dominate the
landscape at
Invergordon     .
Storage tanks
were constructed to hold the large quantities
needed by the naval ships, 10 before World
War I and then a further 31 during the war.
They had camouflage paint. All but one
survive.

Natal Garden

The Natal Garden      commemorates the
sinking of HMS Natal in December 1915 just
off Invergordon, with the loss of over 400
military and civilian lives. The explosion,
probably due to faulty cordite, happened
during a party. Visit the display at Invergordon
Museum to find out more. War memorials are
at the end of the High Street      and in St
Ninian’s Church     .

Other World War I sites to visit in the area:

Rosskeen cemetery is to the west of the town,
and has a number of war graves.

Well preserved World War I and World War II
defences are on both the North and South
Souters.

Mines were assembled at Dalmore– after all
the whisky had been moved. 

World War I training trenches survive still at
Rhicullen and Broomhill to the north of
Invergordon.
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Invergordon Archive - from photo in Invergordon Museum

This leaflet was researched and produced by a
local group led by Susan Kruse of ARCH,
funded by the Heritage Lottery Fund First
World War Then and Now programme.
Participants would like to thank Invergordon
Museum, Invergordon Archive, Alan Kinghorn
and Rona Thomson for use of their photos.
Thanks also to Allan Kilpatrick of the RCHAMS
for advice during the project.

Further information about the sites described in this
leaflet as well as others can be found at Invergordon
Museum and Invergordon Archive
(www.theinvergordonarchive.org.uk). Binders created
by the group have been deposited at Invergordon
Museum and Invergordon Library. Information about
individual sites has also been submitted to the
Highland HER (her.highland.gov.uk) and Canmore
(canmore.org.uk) heritage databases. See also the
booklet produced in 1994 by Park School on
Invergordon: the Great War 1914-1918. 
All photos are from Invergordon Museum unless
credited otherwise.
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