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The Defence of Littlehampton during the Second World War. 

Countless books have been written about life in Britain during the Second World War, and the role 
ƻŦ {ǳǎǎŜȄ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǿŜƭƭ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŜŘΣ ƴƻǘŀōƭȅ ōȅ WƻƘƴ DƻƻŘǿƛƴ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ŜȄŎŜƭƭŜƴǘ ōƻƻƪ ΨDefending Sussex 
Beaches 1940-мфпнΩ, but I have found nothing specific to Littlehampton. This essay aims to explain in 
detail the way that Littlehampton was defended from the threat of enemy invasion during the 
period 1939-1945. 
 
I myself was not alive at the time, I am not a resident of Littlehampton and I have no military 
experience- so all the information in this essay is pieced together from other published sources with 
the aim of explaining things for the general reader. 
 
When Littlehampton Fort was built in 1854 the threat of invasion came from France and the 
bellicose French Emperor Napoleon III. For the next decade British public opinion was terrified that a 
French landing was imminent and as a consequence a whole chain of forts, known as Palmerston 
Forts, after the then Prime Minister, was constructed from Portsmouth to Newhaven to protect the 
/ƘŀƴƴŜƭ ōŜŀŎƘŜǎΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛƴ мутл bŀǇƻƭŜƻƴ LLLΩǎ ŀǊƳȅ ǿŀǎ defeated by the Prussians and the 
invasion panic subsided. Indeed throughout the twentieth century Britain and France were allies in 
ǘƘŜ Ψ9ƴǘŜƴǘŜ /ƻǊŘƛŀƭŜΦΩ 
 
So the Sussex coastal fortifications were left to crumble and Littlehampton fort was disarmed in 
January 1891.  From then on Littlehampton had no proper defences, which was all very well until 
IƛǘƭŜǊΩǎ ŀǊƳȅ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜŘ northern France. 
 

 1 
On 5th June 1940 the German army broke through the French defences along the Belgian border and 
two days later they had reached Paris. The French government fled to the south-west of France and 

                                                           
1 http://www.massviolence.org/ 
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on 22nd June 1940 the new French President, Marshall Pétain signed an armistice with the Nazis. By 
this time the Germans had occupied the whole length of the Channel coast. 
 
The progress of the Nazi army had been spectacular- beginning with Poland in September 1939 they 
had rapidly defeated Norway, Denmark, Holland, Belgium and now France. It seemed likely that 
Britain would be next to come under attack. Invasion seemed imminent and once more our beaches 
needed defending. Winston Churchill gave his famous speech on 4 June 1940: 
 

Even though large tracts of Europe and many old and famous States have fallen or may fall 

into the grip of the Gestapo and all the odious apparatus of Nazi rule, we shall not flag or 

fail. 

We shall go on to the end, we shall fight in France, 

we shall fight on the seas and oceans, 

we shall fight with growing confidence and growing strength in the air, we shall defend our 

Island, whatever the cost may be, 

we shall fight on the beaches, 

we shall fight on the landing grounds, 

we shall fight in the fields and in the streets, 

we shall fight in the hills; 

we shall never surrender. 
 
IƛǘƭŜǊΩǎ ǎŎƘŜƳŜ ǘƻ ŀǘǘŀŎƪ .Ǌƛǘŀƛƴ ǿŀǎ ŎƻŘŜƴŀƳŜŘ ΨhǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ {ŜŀƭƛƻƴΩ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƳƻƻǘŜŘ ƛƴ 
November 1939. At this time the heads of the German navy thought such an invasion would be a 
disaster and no proper plans were drawn up. But after the swift defeat of Northern Europe and 
France Hitler became confident of victory, and on 16 July 1940 Hitler issued Führer Directive No. 16, 
setting in motion preparations for a landing in Britain. He prefaced the order by stating: 
 

 "As England, in spite of her hopeless military situation, still shows no signs of willingness to 

come to terms, I have decided to prepare, and if necessary to carry out, a landing operation 

against her. The aim of this operation is to eliminate the English Motherland as a base from 

which the war against Germany can be continued, and, if necessary, to occupy the country 

completely....The landing operation must be a surprise crossing on a broad front extending 

approximately from Ramsgate to a point west of the Isle of Wightò 
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When the War first broke out in September 1939 the Commander in Chief of the British Home 
Forces was General Sir Walter Kirke. He did not believe there was any serious threat of an invasion 
of Britain so no real defences were prepared. Littlehampton continued to be regarded as a pleasant 
holiday resort and at Christmas 1939 tourists flocked to the town for a charity concert starring the 
Crazy Gang which was held at the Palladium in Church Street.3  
 
Then, following the fall of Belgium, General Kirke was replaced by General Edmund Ironside who was 
made responsible for anti-invasion defences and for commanding the Army in the event of German 
landings. Ironside made a swift survey of the resources available to him and discovered that the 
Local Defence Volunteers were so deficient in training, organisation and equipment that an offensive 
counter-attack against an invading force was not possible. As a result Ironside embarked on a 
ǎŎƘŜƳŜ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ Ψ{ǘŀǘƛŎ 5ŜŦŜƴŎŜΩΦ {ǘŀǘƛŎ 5ŜŦŜƴŎŜ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǳǎƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŎǊŜǘŜ ŀnd barbed wire to protect 
.ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩǎ ōŜŀŎƘŜǎΣ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ Ψ¢ƘŜ /ƻŀǎǘŀƭ /ǊǳǎǘΩΦ 
 
LǊƻƴǎƛŘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘŜŘ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ƘŀǊōƻǳǊǎΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ DŜǊƳŀƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ƭŀƴŘΣ ŀǎ ΨbƻŘŀƭ tƻƛƴǘǎΩΦ 
These Nodal Points were to be fortified with the aim of delaying the invading force until the British 
army could arrive. According to instructions, at a Nodal Point the beach was to be protected with 
barbed wire and pillboxes, there were to be road blocks on the roads leading inland and a garrison of 
the Home Guard was to keep lookout both on the shoreline and at the roadblocks to stop the enemy 
advance. Littlehampton was designated a Nodal Point. 
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! ōƻƻƪƭŜǘ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨNodal Points- Operation, Information and Instructions for Civil AuthoritieǎΩ ǿŀǎ 
issued in June 1941.  Nodal Points were to be governed by a triumvirate consisting of the local 
military commander, the chairman of the parish council, and the senior police officer. By this time 
Ironside had been replaced as C-in-C Home Forces by General Sir Alan Brooke and the Germans had 
called off Operation Sealion as infeasible owing to British superior air power, but nonetheless the 
defence of Littlehampton went ahead. 
 
Littlehampton became a like a ghost town. 
 
 

 
Taunton Courier, and Western Advertiser - Saturday 07 June 1941 

 
Demolition of the Pepper Pots 
hƴ [ƛǘǘƭŜƘŀƳǇǘƻƴ ǇƛŜǊ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǘǿƻ ƭƛƎƘǘƘƻǳǎŜǎ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ Ψpepper potsΩ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
distinctive shape. The high light, built in 1848, was a forty foot high white painted close boarded 
wooden tower with a green cupola roof and was situated at the shore end of the east pier. Its light 
was visible for 10 miles. The low light, built in 1868, was a twenty six foot high wooden tower also 
close boarded and painted white with a green cupola roof and was situated at the sea end of the 
east pier. This light was visible for 7 miles. These two lighthouses were regarded as such well-known 
landmarks that even the Germans would recognise them and as a consequence they were 
demolished in 1940. 
 

Pre 1940 
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Scaffolding poles 
!ƭƭ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōŜŀŎƘΣ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǘŜǊΩǎ ŜŘƎŜΣ ǎŎŀŦŦƻƭŘƛƴƎ ǇƻƭŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǎŜǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƴŘ ƛƴ ŀ ······ 
formation to prevent boats from landing. 15,000 miles of scaffolding fence were erected in Britain 
between 1940 and 1941, consuming 50% of Britain's production of scaffolding steel. 
 
Roy Green remembers as a child: 
 

ñAt Angmering on Sea rows and rows of scaffold poles were erected to foil landing craft. 

These stretched for miles from Littlehampton to Worthing and were just visible at high tide.ò6 

 

 
Scaffolding poles on Bognor beach.7 

 
Ann Broad also remembers:  

In the summer of 1946 when I was 10 years old my family, with a couple of other families, 

rented a bungalow at Elmer Sands on the south coast between Bognor and Littlehampton for 

the first of many happy holidays. 

The beach on this stretch of coast is sandy and almost flat and on that first year, the defences 

were still on the beach. They consisted of scaffolding-like structures which stretched along 

the coast about halfway between high and low tides, about 10-12ft. high. This is a guess. I 

remember that if we wanted to go swimming it was necessary to wait for the sea to reach 

fairly high up the beach or until it had gone down below the defences - but then it was not 

very deep because the beach was almost flat. By this time there were gaps in the scaffolding 

so that it was possible to walk down to the sea at low tide without any difficulty.8 

                                                           
6 http://www.wartimememories.co.uk/southeast.html 
7 Goodwin 1985 pg 87 
8 http://www.walberswickww2.co.uk/beach-scaffolding/ 
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Barbed Wire 
 
There was barbed wire on the beaches, all along the promenade and round the mine fields to keep 
ƭƻŎŀƭ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǿŀȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ǿƛǊŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǿŀǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ Ψ5ŀƴƴŜǊǘ /ƻƴŎŜǊǘƛƴŀΩ ǿƛǊŜΦ Dannert wire was the term 
for oil tempered barbed wire- it had been invented by a German called Dannert in the Great War. 
Concertina wire came in rolls which had to be stretched out as it was laid. It was fixed on iron posts 
to form a fence.  
 

9 
 
A team of ten men was expected to put up 100 yards of wire fence in one hour. On the beach and 
along the promenade there were two belts of concertina wire fencing, a yard apart. 
 

 
Soldiers putting up barbed wire on Worthing beach 1940 

 
I cannot find a picture of Littlehampton beach but this photo of Worthing will give an idea of what 
the place was like. 

                                                           
9 Pillboxes-suffolk.webeden.co.uk 


