
�7�K�L�V���H�O�H�F�W�U�R�Q�L�F���W�K�H�V�L�V���R�U���G�L�V�V�H�U�W�D�W�L�R�Q���K�D�V���E�H�H�Q��
�G�R�Z�Q�O�R�D�G�H�G���I�U�R�P���W�K�H���.�L�Q�J�[�V���5�H�V�H�D�U�F�K���3�R�U�W�D�O���D�W�� 
�K�W�W�S�V�������N�F�O�S�X�U�H���N�F�O���D�F���X�N���S�R�U�W�D�O���� 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The copyright of this thesis rests with the author and no quotation from it or information derived from it 
may be published without proper acknowledgement. 

 

Take down policy 

If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact librarypure@kcl.ac.uk providing 
details, and we will remove access to the work immediately and investigate your claim. 

END USER LICENC E AGREEMENT                                                                          

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 
International licence. https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/ 

You are free to: 
�x Share: to copy, distribute and transmit the work  

 
Under the following conditions: 

�x Attribution: You must attribute the work in the manner specified by the author (but not in any 
way that suggests that they endorse you or your use of the work).  

�x Non Commercial: You may not use this work for commercial purposes. 
�x No Derivative Works - You may not alter, transform, or build upon this work. 

 

Any of these conditions can be waived if you receive permission from the author. Your fair dealings and 
other rights are in no way affected by the above. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Royal Navy's fuel supplies 1898-1939 : the transition from coal to oil

Brown, Warwick Michael

Download date: 14. Nov. 2018



THE ROYAL NAVY'S FUEL 
SUPPLIES, 1898-1939; 

THE TRANSITION 
FROM 

COAL TO OIL. 

Ph. D. 

Warwick Michael Brown 

King's College London 
University of London 

2003 
0SIDL*. 



2 

Abstract 

This thesis examines the consequences of the Royal Navy's transition from 

burning coal to burning oil 1898-1939, and argues they were more far reaching than 

recognised hitherto. That because the Navy was fundamental to the existence of the 

British Empire and fuel fundamental to a modern mechanised Navy securing naval fuel 

supplies became a decisive factor in determining the Government's oil policy. 

Although the technical aspects of the transition were completed quite rapidly, fears over 

oil supplies delayed its completion and had ramifications for Britain's industrial, foreign 

and domestic policies. Consequently, the decision to introduce oil fuel was a political 

rather than a military one. The thesis examines the two main strategies the Admiralty 

adopted to secure its oil supplies. First, controlling where possible the sources of oil 

through ownership of an oil company. That this became a source of interdepartmental 

friction and was exploited by the oil companies, particularly the Anglo Persian Oil 

Company, to extract preferential treatment from the Government. Second, creating a 

large oil reserve, the pursuit of which post 1918 ignored the lessons of the First World 

War and brought the Admiralty into conflict with the Treasury. The thesis argues that 

although both strategies had varying degrees of success, neither addressed the principal 

threat to naval oil supplies, which was the limited commercial infrastructure - 

particularly oil tankers - that was both predictable and avoidable. The thesis 

demonstrates that once reliant on oil the Navy could not, unlike with coal, control its 

fuel supplies in isolation but was constrained by the nature of the supplying industry 

and the conflicting demands of other users, and, finally, that resistance to the Navy's 

use of oil persisted until 1939. 
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Abbreviations and Measurements 

Abbreviations 

Throughout this work, for the sake of clarity, the British Royal Navy is referred to as the 

Navy, the Board of Admiralty is referred to as the Board and the First World War is 

referred to as the War. 

Measurements 

Petroleum and oil fuel can be measured by either weight or volume. Accurate 

conversion between to the two is difficult as it depends on specific gravity and 

temperature. In common with British practice at the time, this work uses the English 

(long) ton of 2,240 pounds (equal to 1.01605 metric tons or 1.12 (short) US tons) 

throughout for coal, petroleum and oil. The Americans measured oil by volume and 

used the barrel (35 US or 42 Imperial gallons). Where the original document refers to 

barrels an approximate equivalent in tons is given based on seven barrels to the ton. 

Nomenclature 

The nomenclature of petroleum and its derivates is a complex subject. This work uses 

petroleum. when referring to the crude product, as originally extracted from the ground 

and oil to refer to naval fuel oil. 
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A SECOND STRING 
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Preface 

This thesis is concerned with the various aspect of the Royal Navy's fuel 

between 1898 and 1939. It argues that the effects of the Navy's Faustian bargain of 

sacrificing the strategic asset of coal for the tactical advantages of oil - the greatest 

single technical change the Navy made in this period - were considerably more far 

reaching than has been recognised hitherto. In 1898 the Navy was unequalled in size. It 

power was the product of more than size, it was also derived from tradition, advanced 

technology, a global logistical infrastructure, a large domestic industrial capacity and an 

abundant supply of the world's best maritime fuel. The period covered by this study 

was a dynamic time technically and politically. The Navy was forced to cope with the 

introduction of submarines and aircraft as well as changes in strategic direction, two 

periods of expansion, a world war, disarmament and treaty restrictions. Although this 

thesis is concerned superficially with fuel, the sustenance of mechanical power, 

ultimately it is about the preservation of imperial power. Fuel is fundamental to a 

modern mechanical navy without which a warship is at best a bluff and little more than 

a hulk. It is therefore astounding that hitherto no work has been devoted to it and it has 

been treated glibly by most naval historians. Perhaps this is because it lacks the 

romance of sail or the excitement of combat and leaves few artefacts to stir the 

imagination; it has, quite literally, gone up in smoke. Nevertheless, the effects of the 

Navy's fuel policy are clearly evident in today's oil industry. ' 

Naval history is more than events at sea; Britain's Navy had a massive social 

and economic impact on the nation, consuming a significant proportion of its wealth and 

technical skill. ' Where and how the Navy obtained its fuel was crucial to Britain's 

existence as a maritime power and consequently the subject of national policy. For 

another island nation, Japan, with no domestic oil source, the severing of its navy's fuel 

supplies in 1941 was a Casus belli. ' Why Britain was nearly brought to its knees in 1917 

by a shortage of one type of fuel when it had massive reserves of what had been only a 

few years before the world's best maritime fuel is an important question. However, 

'The most obvious example is British Petroleum (BP), which without the Admiralty's support would not 
exist today. 

2Peacetime 
naval expenditure during the period varied from 6.38% (1932) to 22.7% (1913) of total 

Government revenue. 

'W. S. Churchill, The Second World War, vol. 3, (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1985), pp. 521-2. 




































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































