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Chairman's Letter
The Winter festivities are now over, how many are keeping to their New Year Resolutions?
The re-oganisation of the Museum Services is progressing, but as you know it has been necessary 
to lose some old friends from among te staff. We thank them for their support in the past and wish  
them well for the future. To those of the Friends who are continuing with their voluntary work behind  
the scenes we are very grateful. More help is needed and I know some of you have volunteered to 
become  Stewards  on  the  Mezzanine.  To  this  end  an  introductory  training  session  has  been 
arranged  for  Monday 26th  March at  2pm in  SEARCH.  Thank  you  all  who  are  helping  in  this  
worthwhile effort. 
The Thursday morning coffee meetings are going strong,  do go along if  you are able.  Further  
evening talks are being arranged. May I draw your attention to the Gosport Open Art Exhibition in  
the Gallery; it is well worth visiting, there are some very interesting exhibits. 
Sadly I must report that two of our long standing and loyal members have died. We shall sorely 
miss, Joan Symonds and Jo Adams and I convey "The Friends" condolences to their families.
Let us now look forward to another interesting an enjoyable year. My best wishes to you, Sydney  
Aynsworth, Chairman 

Introduction to Volunteering Meeting
If you may be interested in volunteering for Museum work, there will be an introduction meeting 
starting in SEARCH at 2pm on Monday 26th March. It will then go on to the Discovery Centre to the  
museum on the mezzanine around 3pm. If you wish to join the volunteer list, there is no minimum 
amount of time, there will be 2 short forms with only a few questions. 
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Friends of Gosport Museum
Informal Coffee Meeting

in the Discovery Centre 10:30am 
every 2nd Thursday of the month.
Meetings before next Newsletter

Thursday 8th March 2012
Thursday 12th April 2012
Thursday 10th May 2012

For around 1 hour
meet at Bookworm Café  

Identifying Historic Highways
7:30pm 22nd March 2012

Studio Gosport Discovery Centre
PATHH project (Providing Access To 

Hampshire s Heritage) is a  project that seeks 
to identify historic highways that might satisfy 
a modern need if they were to be reinstated. 

book at Discovery Cntr
AGM and Talk 7:30pm 17th May

AGM followed by
 a talk by Tom de Wit

file:///AppData/Local/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/DGWDQJ8P/www.friendsofgosportmuseum.org.uk


Forms With This Newsletter
With this newsletter, both in print and by email, you should have received 2 forms. The subscription 
reminder for the year from 1st April 2012 to 31st March 2013. If you are one of the few who joined 
since December 2011, have already paid for the 2012/13 year or pay by standing order, please 
ignore this reminder. If not please send your subscription to Linda as soon a possible.
Also you should  have the form to nominate Friends of Gosport Museum Committee Officers and 
members for the year from May -- . If you or someone you know would be happy to, you will see 
that there are a few vacancies for both officers and committee members.  

Henry Duncan Preston Cunningham R.N. J.P.(Part I)
He was born on the 29th June 1814, the second son of Dr John Cunningham R.N. He entered the 
navy in 1830 serving on the Donegal as a first class volunteer. He then served on the Pallas where 
he  gained  early  distinction  by  undertaking  single-handed  the  dangerous  and  arduous  task  of  
surveying the carefully guarded defences of the Dardenelles. He produced detailed drawings for 
the Government.  In  1835 he moved to  the civil  line  of  the  navy and qualified  for  the rank of  
Paymaster (equivalent to the rank of Captain). In September 1838 he was appointed secretary’s 
clerk  under  Sir  Robert  Otway,  then Commander-in-Chief  at  the  Nore.  He  served in  the  same 
capacity under Sir William Parker and in 1841 he went with him to China and took part in various  
operations in that war. In the attack on the entrenched camp at Segoan on 15th March 1842 he 
was ‘one of the foremost in the assault’ displaying conduct that earned him a mention in reports for  
‘conspicuous gallantry’, as well as in a special letter written by Sir William Parker to the Admiralty.  
He was present at the attack upon Chapoo, the batteries at Weosung and the town of Chin-Kiang-
Foo and the pacification of Nankin.  In 1842 Mr Cunningham was the super-numerary paymaster of  
the Cownwallis flagship was confirmed in the rank in September 1842. In 1845 Mr Cunningham 
was appointed secretary to the Commander-in-Chief at the Cape, Rear Admiral Dacres,  on board 
the President. He arrived at the Cape at the outbreak of the Caffre War. He served in the boats in  
an  attack  on  a  fortified  position  on  the  Angoza  river,  again  being  given  a  special  mention  in  
dispatches. He took a prominent part in negotiations with Queen Ranavalone of Madagascar and 
made himself acquainted with the language of the country for the express purpose of conducting a  
treaty with the Queen. His knowledge of the political affairs and history of Madagascar was brought  
to the attention of the Government.

In 1856 Mr Cunningham opened an Industrial Class for Nautical Instruction in connection with the 
Gosport Ragged School. Cunningham proposed to take twelve boys of the town school of the age 
of thirteen years and upwards devoting time on Thursday evenings at the school to teach them the 
art of knotting, splicing, seizings, hitches, bends, clinches and the use of compass. When he had 
succeeded in making them thoroughly acquainted with this part of the instruction he was to transfer  
them on board his yacht ‘Alfred’ where they were to undergo a thorough course of training relative 
to the practical portion of their education; reefing, furling, steering, rowing, heaving the lead, the log. 
By these means ‘a boy who has undergone this course of training is qualified to enter the merchant 
service’. Cunningham proposed an examination of the boys and to award a certificate signed by 
several Captains of the Navy to those who successfully passed. This was all to be funded by Mr  
Cunningham himself. On Wednesday December 3rd 1856 his course of instruction was brought to  
a close when the boys undertook the examination and were presented with their certificates in the 
presence of   ‘several  nautical  and other gentlemen’,  enabling them to obtain  situations in  Her  
Majesty’s or the Merchant Service.

Cunningham was the inventor of the self-reefing topsail, which he manufactured in Gosport in the 
Gosport Foundry at The Green (the site is now a car park at the ferry end of Minnitt Road), he also 
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invented eccentric paddle wheels with entire shafts, fourway port steam valves, the direct action 
steam engine, the reefing paddle wheels, a lifeboat, a lifeboat carriage (for which in 1849 he was 
awarded a medal by the Society of Arts), For the Military he designed; overhead shot railways,  
chain traversing gear, atmospheric gun carriages, sling shots and racks (for Naval use). 

In 1861 Cunningham, as Chairman of the Gosport and Alverstoke Corps of Volunteers presented 
the corps with a handsome eight-day time-piece to place in the market-hall for the regulation of  
their drills. The corps had a practice ground adjoining Stokes Bay. In 1861 he bought the Gosport 
Foundry and warehouse by auction, presumably to continue the manufacture of his inventions. 

His most famous invention, the self-reefing topsail, earned him the  popular title ‘patent-topsail-
Cunningham’ in naval circles. This was fitted to many thousands of ships lessening the dangers to  
seamen in  unfurling  and furling  topsails  in  bad weather.  In  1862 it  was fitted  to  the ram ship 
Resistance. It allowed the crew of a ship to operate the topsails from the deck of the ship, without  
going aloft. His ‘brace machines’ and ‘continuous braces’ also greatly reduced the labour needed in 
operating a ship.

In  May 1862 he demonstrated, in Weevil Lake, of the Royal Clarence victualling Yard at Gosport, 
his system for protecting the screw of war ships from ‘fouling by the wreck of spars and rigging shot  
away and falling alongside in action, or from having hawsers towing overboard in the vicinity of the 
screw’. The demonstration was  ‘most satisfactory’ and was ‘reported upon to the Lords of the 
Admiralty’. He demonstrated this protector by fitting it to his small schooner yacht and sailed it in  
the camber of Portsmouth Dockyard to illustrate the principal. Hawsers were passed under her 
bottom and round her stern with the screw in motion. The experiment was declared to be ‘quite  
successful’ and he next proposed to test  it  outside the harbour with floating gear to represent  
wreckage and rigging alongside the vessel.

In the 1862 International Exhibition Cunningham was a medalist and juror. He was a member of 
various  scientific  societies  in  whose  journals  such  as  the  Society  of  Arts,  Institution  of  Naval 
Architects, and Royal United Services Institute, many of his papers on maritime and engineering  
subjects can be found. 

Cunningham devised easy methods of working heavy guns for coast defence batteries and on 
board naval ships. On October 17 1862 his invention of “improvements in working the guns, and in 
performing  other  necessary  work  on  board  ships,  and  in  apparatus  employed  therein.”  was 
announced in the London Gazette. His chain traversing gear was fitted to the turret guns of Royal  
Sovereign. In 1866 he fitted his traversing gear to a gun at Southsea Castle and demonstrated it to 
the military authorities. It was also adopted by the German Government for coast defence guns.

In  1867  several  members  of  the  Ordnance  Select  Committee  watched  Mr.  Cunningham 
demonstrate his new traversing gear at Fort Gilkicker. The guns at Fort Gilkicker were crowded, 
with little room between them to allow safe an efficient traversing in action. Once Cunningham’s 
traversing gear was fitted the Committee were impressed by the speed at which the guns could be 
traversed. In a previous demonstration a 9-year old boy, who happened to be watching, was found 
to be quite capable of moving a gun over the arc of training with quite sufficient speed under the 
conditions. Guns could now be traversed from extreme right to extreme left  by two men in 62  
seconds.  During the trials the Committee also tested the new ‘Shell Carrier’ proposed by a Mr.  
Cunningham.  This  consisted  of  a  clip  sling,  which  was  readily  fitted  on  the  shell  when  in  a  
horizontal position, and a small truck on a pair of wheels, having two hooks which hook into eyes  
on the sling. By bearing down on the handle of the truck the shell could be easily raised off the 
ground, and run along the floor by a single man. When it arrived near the muzzle of the gun, the  
sling was attached to the tackle on the traveller, the shell was then hoisted and transferred to the  
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muzzle of the gun, into which it was entered a short distance to give it support, so that the sling  
could be detached and taken back for another shell. Each shell weighed 250 pounds and normally  
required four men to move it from the top of the lift to the gun on an ordinary shell bearer.  

Cunningham   attended  the  1868  trials  of  the  guns  at  Fort  Gilkicker 
because in 1858 he had been informed that the Secretary of state for War 
had adopted his new system of traversing guns for all land service guns 
of 12 tons and upwards.His new traversing gear  consisted of a chain 
upon which a toothed gear mechanism acted to winch the gun around. 
This new method allowed the guns to be trained to the full extreme and 
required  only  two  men  as  opposed  to  ten  men  for  the  old  method. 
Cunningham was present at Gilkicker when three training tackles of the 
old block and rope variety were destroyed in one morning’s exercise. His 
new gear with its galvanized chain was imperishable and he remarked 
that a gun fitted with it would be ‘serviceable for one hundred years’! The 
guns  could  be  fitted  with  this  new  gear  without  them  having  to  be 
removed from their  position to a factory.  He delivered a lecture to the 
Royal  United  Services  Institute  in  January  1870  on   “Working  Heavy 
Guns and Projectiles”. 

In 1873 the Cunningham shot rack was fitted to H.M.S. Thunderer. It had 
previously  been  employed  in  Monarch,  Devastation  and  Glatton.  The 
previous method of  manipulating projectiles required a powerful  tackle 
and six men to lift a 700lb projectile onto the rack, the operation needing 
two minutes and taking out the projectile required about half that time. 
With  the  Cunningham  rack  two  men  could  lift  and  place  the  same 
projectile  in  five  seconds,  and  remove  it  in  the  same  time.  The 
Cunningham  shot  carriage  could  convey  the  projectile  to  the  turret 
loading port in 10 seconds....         (To be continued in a future newsletter) 
By David Moore.

New BAFM Website - www.bafm.org.uk
The first phase of the re-development of the site is complete and is now 
available for  use.  I  now want  to  see the site  providing more value to 
members and visitors alike. I would like you to let me know what you like 
and, more importantly, what you do not like about the site. I would like you 
to think about the BAfM web site as another means of reaching a wider 
audience. Mike Fayle Chairman BAFM

Please let me have items details below, by 20th April for the  May/ June 
Newsletter, include details for events in early May Thank you. Ian 

 Friends of Gosport Museum web site at  
www.friendsofgosportmuseum.org.uk 
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Please send contributions for the Newsletter to 
Ian Jeffery, FGM Newsletter Editor

 11 Harcourt Road, PO12 3NR ian@gosport.info
If you would be happy to receive this Newsletter 

by email please let me know.
The views expressed are not necessarily those of 

Hampshire CC Museums Service or its staff.

Membership of  Friends of Gosport Museum is 
open to all - Please contact any Committee 

member.  Annual Subscription  
Individuals £5 Families £7.50.

Due 1st April Each Year.
This Newsletter was printed and produced

 with the help of the Discovery Centre. 

Friends of Gosport
Museum

President
Bob Whiteley

Committee Chairman
Sidney Aynsworth

023 9258 0544

Vice Chairman 
Margaret Ventham

Hon. Treasurer
David Moore

023 9258 6575

Hon. Secretary
Ian Jeffery

023 9252 3358

Membership Secretary
Linda Hedley

Project Director
Joan Russell

023 9258 0072

Committee Members 
Mary Colyer
Mary Duly

Michael Leopold
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