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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
The Fauld Explosion made history and changed geography.

“The sixth year of war has been noteworthy for by far the biggest explosion to have 
occurred in these islands.”1

Whilst staring into the deep, circular crater of Lochnagar near La Boiselle, Albert, France, 
I made a decision. It was early June 2007 when returning from a family holiday that 
my husband, a member of the Western Front Association, bribed us with the promise of 
an excellent dinner and a stay at a fine hotel if he could introduce us to the First World 
War Somme battlefields. As we stood on the rim of the Lochnagar crater, ‘La Grande 
Mine’, site of the largest of the mines which exploded on the opening day of the Somme 
offensive, he recounted the events of 1 July, 1916. My thoughts however, as I observed our 
granddaughters walking around the crater, turned to another explosion, another crater, 
another war, another time, and two other sisters of a similar age two generations earlier.

In 1944 my sister and I had also stared down into a vast and awe-inspiring crater and had 
known, for the very first time, a highly personal sense of loss. We had gazed down into the 
depths of a war grave like none other in England. In both circumference and depth it was a 
significantly larger crater than that of Lochnagar and the surrounding landscape had been 
totally transformed to the extent that it has been described as resembling a Somme battlefield.

This was the Fauld crater on the Stonepit Hills located near my childhood home of Fauld 
House Farm in the middle Dove valley in rural East Staffordshire. This crater, estimated at 
nearly three-quarters of a mile long, half a mile wide and around a hundred feet deep covered 
an area of twelve acres. Its creation dictated the editing of the Ordnance Survey map. It was 
the site of the biggest pre-nuclear man-made explosion of the Second World War and the 
world’s largest accidental blast. The Fauld explosion made history and changed geography. 
The explosion had occurred at eleven minutes past eleven on Monday 27 November, 1944. 
In Casablanca, fifteen hundred miles away, seismographs variously registered the detonation 
as being between 4 to 5 and 5 to 7 kilotons. However, this explosion was experienced in 
an area far removed from the theatres of war and is now largely unknown. Outside of the 
local area the Fauld crater remains forgotten. 

The explosion at Fauld occurred at a time when the Luftwaffe’s major bombing raids 
on Britain’s cities had long since ended and been replaced by V1 and V2 attacks. Bomber 
Command had the Ruhr and Berlin in its sights as prime targets and no-one expected the 
war to last much longer. Wartime censorship meant that an explosion occurring at what 
was Britain’s major underground ammunition depot was little reported at the time and the 
findings of the secret military court of inquiry, which had endeavoured to determine the 
cause or causes of the explosion, were not made public for thirty years. Nearly seventy years 
later, apart from those who were living close to the scene, most people remain completely 
unaware of the catastrophe which struck in a rural area of understated beauty in the heart 
of England; a catastrophe which profoundly affected the people of the village of Hanbury 
and surrounding farms. It was at Lochnagar that I resolved to fulfil a long-held aspiration 
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CHAPTER THREE 

WITNESSES AND VICTIMS 
ON THE SURFACE

“There was a blinding flash and it looked like a great mountain in front of you. The 
stuff stood up so high – pieces as big as railway engines were going up in the sky – we 

just stood and watched. It was unbelievable – it looked like it was going over you. 
There were great lumps of clay. There was stuff landing and making great craters about 
two hundred yards away. I was holding onto the horse when everything was shaking.”1

“I shall never forget the sight. I was at the time putting a drain in the field called the 
Hope when the ground I was standing on shook under my feet and then I heard a great 
bang and looked across and saw it was like a mountain in the air and then stones and 

earth fell all about me.”2

Shortly after eleven o’clock on that cold, bright November morning Jeff Hellaby left 
the main farm buildings on the opposite side of Fauld Lane and walked up the drive to 
Fauld House. There was a deafening roar, a huge blast and with dramatic abruptness the 
sky darkened ominously. He turned to face the thunderous noise. A vast black cloud was 
spreading outwards and upwards above the Stonepit Hills and across Fauld Lane. It was 
a terrifying sight.

Jeff ’s immediate concern was for his wife, Ida, in the house. 
The tremendous blast had shattered all the windows save one 
and also damaged the roof. However, she had had a remarkable 
escape from injury. When the blast occurred she was by the cellar 
door in the passageway between the main and back kitchens and 
so was safe from the flying glass.

After his initial shock, horrifyingly, he recognised the cause of 
the blast. The unthinkable had happened: the Dump had gone 
up. The farm was situated perilously close to the vast arsenal 
of bombs stored in the disused gypsum mines: it was within 
700 yards of what was known as the “incendiary area” close to 
the mine entrance.3 However, he knew that there were others 
in significantly more vulnerable locations: Peter Ford’s Plaster 
Works were only 100 yards from the incendiary area;4 gypsum 
mining continued under the Stonepit Hills and the Goodwins at 

Upper Castle Hayes Farm above the Dump were in a highly perilous position. 
Jeff Hellaby’s immediate concern, once he was satisfied that his wife was safe, was for 

the Goodwins. He rapidly returned down the drive to find Dick Utting, who had worked 
on the farm for many years and lived-in at Fauld House. Dick was turning out the cows 
after the morning milking as he thought that they would be safer outside and away from 
the debris falling through the cowshed roof. Stressing the urgency of the situation and 

Jeff Hellaby of Fauld 
House Farm, 1952
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CHAPTER FIVE  

CHILDREN AND THE VILLAGE 
“The battlefields of France and Germany are reproduced in this corner of England 

where a little village was partially wrecked by the force of the explosion.”1 
“We shot out of the school, flung a porch door open and were looking towards the 

explosion site. We shut the door and ran out the other side. I distinctly remember that I 
fell over as tiles clattered all around us. But none of us got hit. We shinned over a six-
foot fence and ran for just a few yards. In less than 20 or 30 seconds, everything that 

was big that was going to come down was down. The village was devastated. About an 
hour and a half later, the dust from the explosion blotted out the sky, which went a sort 

of brown and settled a quarter of an inch thick all over the village.”2

For the village children at Hanbury School the bright sunny morning of 27 November, 
1944 started like any normal Monday morning. However, it would be the last day of 
school at Hanbury until spring 1945 and for many of the children it would be the most 
traumatic day of their lives.

The stark record from the head teacher, Miss Fardon, in the Hanbury School Log Book 
states:

27/11/44 – About 11.15 this morning a violent earth tremor was felt followed by a loud 
explosion. I got the children under the desks as stones etc. came through the school roof. 
About 4 mins. later a storm of dust, stones etc. came from the sky. The Vicar came to school 
immediately but no child was hurt. Later the children were sent home. The school was then 
prepared for a mortuary.3

The large iron pot-bellied stoves which heated the school had been lit by the caretaker, 
Mrs Mary Cooper, before she left to walk to Hanbury Fields (Moat) Farm to do the weekly 
washing for the Botham family. Mrs Cooper’s youngest son, John, would be attending 
school as usual that morning. Her husband Joseph had left for work at the gypsum mine 
earlier. After registration and the issuing of National Savings stamps, lessons began for the 
juniors with Miss Fardon in the “big room” and, through the sliding doors, the infants 
with Miss Williams in the smaller room.

Painting of Hanbury 
School by Vera Jeffery 
(née Shelley)
Photo of painting loaned by her 
elder daughter Rosalie Vicars-
Harris
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AFTERMATH
“The earth, once green pastures, was scorched as if in pain. A devastated site where 

once men toiled, women baked and children played.”1

“For years this was a moonscape because the topsoil had gone and there was no end 
of attempts to drain the fields, only nothing worked. They were trying to make land out 

of something which wasn’t land any more.”2

A wasteland beyond all imagining, a devastated, ravaged, tortured and dystopian land 
was the scene viewed by Air Vice-Marshal A. Lees when, together with other members of 
the R.A.F. Court of Inquiry, he visited the crater and surrounding area in the fading light 
of the afternoon of 5 December, 1944. The alien scene meeting their eyes was reminiscent 
of the worst conditions on the Western Front nearly three decades earlier. It was a scene 
where human remains and an unknown quantity of unexploded bombs lay hidden and 
where the search for victims had been on-going over the past week. The search continued 
for more than two and a half months. It was not officially abandoned until 10 February, 
1945, four days after the Inquest into the cause of death of the victims, at which time there 
were still nineteen persons missing presumed dead.

Aerial View of the crater and the Dove valley
Courtesy of the IWM
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