The building of the Mulberry Harbour at Conwy

On 17 November 2016, John Griffiths gave members a fascinating talk about the planning, design and building of the Mulberry Harbour on Conway Morfa between 1942 and 1944.

He was able to draw on letters and plans by H. Iorys Hughes of Bangor, who was the brother of the late Lt. Commander A. Sior Hughes, DSC, of Deganwy, whose widow, Rosemary, generously lent these documents to John.

Iorys Hughes was an eminent civil engineer and we were shown the first page of a letter, written on 1 June 1942, in which he was instructed by Winston Churchill, the Prime Minister, to design a floating structure which could be used to land men and vehicles on the Normandy coast when the time came to liberate occupied Europe. Iorys accepted this brief, and one of the sites he chose for the construction was Conway Morfa, an area which he knew well as a yachtsman. Other sections were built in Scotland and at Southampton.

The original plans were sold at auction, for a great price, and are now in America – a great loss to British archives.

A workforce of 900 men was employed, including local craftsman and, although the work was going on in full sight of residents, the secret of its ultimate purpose was kept. The men were housed at Plas Mariandir, Marle Hall and Tyn-y-Coed, as well as in local homes. Among the engineers involved was Oleg Kerensky, later a well-known bridge builder. Through arc-welding, men suffered eye problems and members of Conway Women’s Voluntary Service assisted in their treatment.

When the Hippo caissons and Croc road structures were completed they were towed to Scotland for sea-trials and we were shown many photographs of their launching, with the Vardre and Great Orme in the background. These units, when towed into place on the Normandy coastline would allow 45,000 men, with tanks and vehicles, to land on D-Day, 6 June 1944 and for weeks afterwards.

It’s felt that Iorys Hughes has not received the credit due to him for his successful designs for Mulberry. He was not decorated, possibly because Churchill had been upset by him at some stage. Another man, Everall, was also ignored, whereas Beckett was given more credit.

Iorys Highes, a modest man, died in 1977. His brother, Sior, tried to make his brother’s place in history better known, and in 1978 a plaque was unveiled on Conway Morfa telling the story of the construction of Mulberry Harbour and of Iorys Hughes’ involvement. On 6 June 2014, Mr Rosemary Hughes was present when a wreath was laid on the plaque, 70 years after D-Day.

In Arromanches in Normandy, where remains of the harbours can still be seen, the events are commemorated and models of Mulberry Harbour are displayed. It is said that Iorys Hughes inspected the beaches there, dressed as a French fisherman, prior to their being towed into position.

In 2013, some sinkers and anchors were found in the River Conwy, probably from Mulberry.

Members found great interest in John’s talk and both locals and visitors learnt much.

