
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Saturday 9 April 2016 
 

IWM Duxford receives a rare piece of D-Day history 
 
Today, Saturday 9 April, IWM Duxford celebrated the donation of the Whale, a floating roadway section 
from Mulberry Harbour B, which was crucial to the success of the Allies in breaking out from the beaches 
of Normandy following D-Day. It is the only object of its type in the UK and a direct tangible 
connection with a pivotal moment in world history. 
 
The Whale was generously donated by Les Amis du Pont Bailey and made possible with support from the 
family of Major Allan Beckett, the wartime designer of the Whale.  
 
In attendance at the event were members of Les Amis du Pont Bailey, who saved the Whale from 
dereliction in Normandy and arranged for it to be transported to the UK and conserved for display at    
IWM Duxford. 
 
Christopher Long of Les Amis du Pont Bailey said “I feel proud of England and of Imperial War Museums in 
particular. It has taken me eight years to save this bridge and in the end the museum pretty much did my 
job for me.” 
 
Also present was Mrs Ida Beckett whose husband, Major Allan Beckett, designed the Whale during the 
Second World War. Mrs Beckett said “I feel very proud of my husband’s achievements. He was such a 
modest man, I think he’d think it was a lot of fuss about nothing!   I think it’s wonderful, it is a reminder to 
us all of such an engineering feat. It was quite remarkable.” 
 
James Taylor, Assistant Director of Narrative and Content, Imperial War Museums, said: “Whales were 
floating roadways that were integral to the Mulberry harbours built immediately after the Allied landings 
in Normandy on 6 June 1944. Our Whale span comes from the British Mulberry at Arromanches. An 
extraordinary feat of engineering in themselves, the Whales helped ensure that soldiers, vehicles and 
supplies could be brought ashore to take part in the campaign to liberate continental Europe from Nazi 
domination and to bring to an end a regime that had brought death and suffering to millions.” 
 
Visitors to IWM Duxford will be able to see the commanding presence of the Whale, an astounding piece 
of engineering and a monument to enormous human endeavour, next to the Land Warfare exhibition. 
Land Warfare is home to the Normandy Experience and the Monty exhibition.  Together they tell the story 
of the final months of the war in Europe, from D-Day, through the fierce battles in France to VE Day. 
 
 
 
-Ends- 
 
For further press information please contact: 
Esther Blaine on eblaine@iwm.org.uk/ 01223 499 320 
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Notes to Editors 
 
About the Whale 
 
Whale Bridge Section from Mulberry Harbour B 
 
A section of the floating ‘Mulberry’ harbour from Arromanches, Normandy. 
It was used to land the troops, vehicles and supplies needed by the Allies to break out from the beaches 
of Normandy, after the invasion on D-Day, 6 June 1944. 
 
Two Mulberry harbours were constructed from several sections which were towed across the English 
Channel and assembled on the beaches of Normandy shortly after D-Day. They included block ships, 
concrete caissons and floating pier heads anchored to the sea bed.  Bridge or pier sections on anchored 
pontoons, code-name ‘Whale’, connected the pier heads and provided a roadway to the beach. The 
design of the Whale, by Major Allan Beckett of the Royal Engineers, allowed the bridge sections to flex in 
all directions as the waves moved the floating roadway. 

For the Whales, ten miles of roadway were constructed, three of them to be spare in the case of damage 
from accident or enemy action.  60,000 tonnes of steel were consumed in their manufacture and 200 
interchangeable parts had to be prefabricated. The roadways were carried by 670 floats of which 470 had 
to be built in concrete.  

At its peak, 45,000 workers at over 500 firms were employed on the project. Their work was kept secret. 

This Whale was recovered in the 1950s from the remains of Mulberry B at Arromanches on the British 
‘Gold Beach’. It was used as a road bridge over the River Vire at Pont-Farcy until flooding caused damage 
to the concrete supporting the bridge in 1990. The contractor employed to dispose of the Whale decided 
not to sell it for scrap.  

In 2008 the Whale was gifted to Les Amis du Pont Bailey (‘The Friends of the Bailey Bridge’). A team of 
French and British volunteers living in Normandy dismantled it and made an inventory of its components. 
In 2015, it was donated to IWM. It was moved by Borley Brothers Engineering to Marshall Land Systems 
(part of Marshall Aerospace & Defence Group) in Cambridge for conservation work. This included shot 
blasting of the metal surface and the application of paint, in preparation for final assembly outside the 
Land Warfare exhibition at IWM Duxford. 

The project to bring the Whale to IWM Duxford was made possible with the support of the family of Major 
Allan Beckett. 

· The Whale is 24m (80ft) long, 2.4m (8ft) high, and 4.8m (16ft) wide  

· It weighs 27 tonnes (26.6 tons) 
· Mulberry B  at Arromanches saw over 2.5 million men, 500,000 vehicles and 4 million tonnes of 

supplies cross it, in either direction. 

· It ensured that the campaign in North West Europe would become known as the ‘Victory 
campaign’. 

 
 
 
 
 
 



Major Allan Beckett 
 
Allan Beckett was a young Royal Engineer Officer and a brilliant civil engineer whose design for the 
‘Whale’ floating roadway was crucial to the success of the Mulberry Harbour that was used in the 
Normandy Landings.   A keen yachtsman, he designed the floating roadway which connected the 
pierhead to the shore and a system of anchors; a system that was amazingly innovative and remarkably 
effective.  The roadway had to be strong enough to withstand constant wave action which, in the event of 
the appalling weather of June 1944, was much more severe than anticipated. Beckett’s design, which had 
been tested in the severe conditions of Scotland in winter, survived the storm which struck on 19 June 
1944 and raged for three days. 
 
Allan Beckett later wrote “The problem was to design a pontoon bridge able to ride a rough sea without 
overstressing any of its components; such is the basis of design of the Whale piers.” 
 
 
IWM Duxford 
 
IWM Duxford is Britain’s best-preserved Second World War airfield, with a fascinating history that dates 
back to the First World War. Its story reflects the landmark achievements made in aviation history. IWM 
Duxford is Europe’s premier aviation museum, where historic buildings intersperse with state-of-the-art 
exhibition halls, including AirSpace and the American Air Museum. Historic aircraft can regularly be seen 
taking to the skies from Duxford’s wartime airfield. Through the rich displays of aircraft and the powerful 
stories of the men and women involved, we tell the story of the impact of aviation on the nature of war, 
on people’s lives and on the social and economic history of the region. With one of the finest collections 
of tanks, military vehicles and artillery in the UK, we also show the impact of technological development 
on war and conflict. 
 
Open Daily:  
 
Summer 2015: 15 March to 24 October 2015 10am to 6pm. Last entry at 5pm. 
 
IWM  
 
IWM (Imperial War Museums) tells the story of people who have lived, fought and died in conflicts 
involving Britain and the Commonwealth since the First World War. 
 
Our unique Collections, made up of the everyday and the exceptional, reveal stories of people, places, 
ideas and events. Using these, we tell vivid personal stories and create powerful physical experiences 
across our five museums that reflect the realities of war as both a destructive and creative force. We 
challenge people to look at conflict from different perspectives, enriching their understanding of the 
causes, course and consequences of war and its impact on people’s lives. 
 
 
First World War Centenary 
2014 - 2018 marks the centenary of the First World War, a landmark anniversary 
for Britain and the world. IWM will mark the centenary by leading a vibrant, four 
year programme of cultural activities across the country, including the opening  
of brand new First World War Galleries at IWM London in 2014. For more 
information visit www.1914.org 

http://www.1914.org

