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Dion Hanson’s

Cinemas of the armed forces

W

hen we had the Enigma Cinema in Bletchley Park, we did
various displays throughout the years. On looking through
some drawers in the archive the other day, I came across an
envelope containing the stills we used for a display on Astra Cinemas.
So, I thought it would be good to not only look at Astra cinemas (which
of course were associated with the RAF) but to look at other aspects of military
cinemas and film screenings.
When I moved down to Calne in Wiltshire with Dolby it seemed like the back of beyond,
but when I was speaking about it to Charles Beddow he amazingly described the high street
to me in great detail. Asked how he knew of it, he recounted how he used to arrive at the
now closed railway station and march down the road to RAF Compton Bassett, which at the
time was the main base for training radio and radar operators and technicians. Subsequently
several of my colleagues from Westrex days also informed me that they were stationed there
at some time in their military training.
Therefore, my first image (fig 1) has to be the Astra Cinema at Compton Bassett, which
sadly, like many others, no longer exists. Unfortunately, the picture is not dated so I cannot
say if Charles is standing there in the queue waiting for the show to start, or more probably
in the box.
Many of the people I have spoken to were projectionists before they were called up and
invariably worked their way into projecting films at their assigned base this being an easy way
out of some of the arduous duties they would otherwise be assigned to. In addition, it gave
them access to the various mess halls, which would otherwise be out of bounds.
There was nothing before the outbreak of the Second World War, prior to which the
Army Kinema Establishment was part of the
Royal Army Ordnance Corps and used to
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make and exhibit training films. One such
cinema was at Chilwell in Nottingham (figs 2
and 3) built on the site of the Shell Filling
Factory, which was completely devastated
after an explosion in 1918.
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In 1940 a separate branch was
established but mainly for making films. It
was based at Wembley Studios, which was
requisitioned for the war from 20th Century
Fox. It was in 1941 that the government set
up the Army Kinema Corporation (AKC)
to train and entertain the troops.
By 1943, there were over 500 mobile
units, 400 of which were 16mm. Male
4
projectionists were trained at Regent Street
Polytechnic and female at the Northern Polytechnic. After their training on projection
and maintenance of the equipment, they then went on a petrol generator course (fig 4).
The 16mm units operated out of a 15 cwt Bedford truck and the 35mm a three ton one.
Each unit was manned by a corporal and private.
Incredibly, overseas ENSA was responsible for the film screenings to the troops. It
was not until 1946 that the Army Kinema Corporation (AKC) purchased 40 of these
overseas cinemas from ENSA and began running them themselves, often with local
labour to supplement the projection team.
Film screenings were an important factor in keeping up the moral of the troops in
the field and cinemas sprung up in the most unlikely places from dug outs to tents (figs
5 and 6) and even in the open air.
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After the war ended a lot of equipment came on to the market at ‘war surplus’ sales
and GB-Kalee took out several adverts in the trade magazines warning cinema owners
not to buy equipment that had probably not been serviced properly during the war and
to buy only new from them which was fully guaranteed.
Troops began to be stationed in Europe, where several cinemas were either built
or commandeered by the military. Such a cinema was the Astra at Butzweilerhof (fig
7). German cinemas tended to be well equipped with Bauers as can be seen from the
Bauer B12 with a magnetic penthouse at the Globe Rheindahlen (fig 8), obviously
after 1952.
Whereas Astra were the RAF cinemas, Globe was the name used for the cinemas
run by the army. The navy usually named their cinemas after naval bases such as
HMS Drake in Plymouth. However, troops were stationed around the world and
consequently cinemas sprung up in many out of the way places from Kasfareet in
Egypt (fig 9) to Eastleigh in Nairobi (fig 10). Many of the images in this article were
supplied by David Longstaff and an account of his time in the RAF as a projectionist
can be found at https://cinemawales.homestead.com/SKC-PROJECTIONIST.html
Surprisingly, I can find only a little information in our archives about cinemas on
naval bases, perhaps because many of our members were either RAF or army.
Most of the cinemas built were around the size of a small suburban cinema seating
around 300. However, on a recent TV programme about the Royal Naval base in
Scapa Flow, I was amazed to hear that the cinema there was created in a large First
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World War Nissan style building which held over 1000 ratings. However, in 1943 a
new cinema opened at the home base, which again held around 1000 service men.
From the two interiors it can be seen that the new cinema was a great improvement
on the first. In addition, to open in 1943 meant that it was built during the war and
shows the importance put on the moral of the 12,000 service members stationed there
(figs 11 and 12). The base closed in 1956 and is now a museum; incredibly, the original
cinema still exists, but sadly the modern one has all but disappeared.
As you are probably aware, the forces used many GBN 35mm portable machines
and these often required servicing which was done back at the Naval Base of Rosyth
in Scotland. I am not sure if this is a posed shot (fig 13) but there are at least three
machines I can see getting the once over. I would assume that the other two arms of
the forces also had their own service departments.
Today all the military cinemas come under one organisation, the Services Sound
and Vision Corporation (SSVC) which was formed in 1982 and now runs just 13
cinemas (all digital) in this country and overseas. They also have a “movie machine”
which enables them to show films to the troops in places such as Afghanistan (fig 14),
a far cry from the screenings that the troops in the Second World War were presented
with.
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Image created and released by the Imperial War Museum

A WREN servicing a GBN at Rosyth naval base
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While preparing the original article (which appeared in the autumn 2019 edition
of Rewind) it became obvious there was a lot of other information, particularly
images, that there was no space for. Consequently, here are some of the bits which
were squeezed out.
Before the Second World War, films were treated more as a training media rather
than entertainment. However, during the war film was an excellent way to entertain
the troops and help their moral. Film entertainment fell under the control of both the
NAAFI and ENSA. During the war of the 500 cinema units in the army there were
100 running 35mm and 400 were 16mm. By the end of the 1950s, there were 58 army
cinemas and 48 RAF ones operating permanently at various military bases overseas
Globe was the name used by the army for their cinemas and came in many shapes
and sizes; fig 15 shows one out in Aden and obviously is a very Heath Robinson affair.
This is typical of many forward units.
Often these temporary cinemas were built by the Royal Engineers and the one in
fig 16 was constructed out in Korea in 1956 during the conflict there. A report from
one of the ‘patrons’ stated that although a film was a great relief from the troubles at
some of the screenings it was very difficult to see the image on the screen.
Another way of screening films was via mobile units and fig 17 shows one which
was operated by one of our members during the Second World War. The projectors
in this case are 35mm GBNs. The two machines, rectifiers, sound system, and screen
were all loaded in to a 3 ton Bedford truck and taken from place to place
Many cinemas were built in Germany after the war and were staffed by both
military and local personnel (fig 18). Much of the equipment was also supplied locally
and comprised of Bauer 35mm machines, often with four track magnetic Telefunken
sound. All of which was serviced by a local German technician.
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However, many of the cinemas were later built on a more permanent basis once
a barracks had been constructed and troops stationed there. Quite often, these were
grand affairs but once the base was decommissioned, they fell into disuse as can be
seen from these three images of the Globe Cinema in Malta (figs 19-21).
Astra was the name adopted by the RAF and came from their motto which was Per
Ardua ad Astra. For PPT members the Astra (figs 22 and 23) at Duxford is perhaps the
most well known and is in the process of having the projection equipment reinstalled
by our members.
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Again, Astra cinemas were built around the world such as the one in Penang
Malaysia at RAF Butterworth (fig 24). Although, built in a corrugated hut, from the
publicity frames it was obviously run on a professional basis.
RAF Bridgnorth in Shropshire (fig 25) opened in 1941 and the base never actually
had a runway, as it was a recruitment centre and used for basic training. One would
assume that the cinema here was not only used as an entertainment venue but for the
screening of RAF training films also.
The projection room at Bridgnorth was in this case equipped with BTH machines
(fig 26) but there did not appear to be any set equipment used as photographs show
some others had Kalee, RCA, and Western Electric. Fig 27 shows the Kalee/RCA
equipment that was installed at RAF Lindholme near Doncaster.
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Looking at all these images one thing that is noticeable is that the interiors of these
cinemas are quite basic and very similar. Figs 28 and 29 show interior shots of the
Astras at Duxford and Bridgnorth, however, the exteriors are quite different.
Royal Navy Cinemas did not use a specific name and more often than not took the
name of the base. The largest and probably grandest was the one built during the war
up in Scapa Flow. In fig 30 we can see a shot of it on opening day in 1943 and in fig
31 how it looks today.
Another interesting cinema is one, again at Scapa, but this time on a converted car
ferry used to house troops (fig 32). This temporary cinema had a makeshift projection
room built with steel plates. On closer inspection with a magnifying glass, I was able
to make out a pair of GBNs in the box
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with Easi-fit changeover shutters fixed to
the front of them.
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However, like the army and RAF, they had many cinemas in stations around the
world and during the war years were often in small huts. The larger ones however
still had the familiar roof trusses found in many military buildings like the one at
Devonport (figs 33 and 34).
Many of these early cinemas had the familiar GBN projectors made by Gaumont
British and it is often told that the N in GBN stands for Navy as that is who the
projector was designed for. The specification was that when disassembled all the
components would go through the hatch of a submarine and thus making films
available to every section of the navy. Whether that is true or not I cannot find out, so
far in our archives I cannot find any written documentation. In fig 35 we see a Wren
servicing a GBN with a carbon arc.
Finally, bringing us more up to date,
is an advert (fig 36) taken from a Kine- 36
Weekly dated 1968. The two cinemas
mentioned are at HMS Pembroke and
HMS Drake which are both shore
establishments. The projectors were the
latest Philips projectors with the pulsed
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lamp. Interestingly in all the research I have done this is the only instance I have found
where Philips projection equipment was used.
In 1965, the AKC and RAFCC cinemas in the UK and overseas started operating
under one charitable organisation, the SKC (Services Kinema Corporation). The
RNFC (Royal Naval Film Corporation) – which had been introduced by Lord Louis
Mountbatten in 1939 – also had shore establishments administered by the SKC in the
UK, Malta and Gibraltar.
Today all cinemas in the armed forces now come under the control of the SSVC
(Services Sound and Vision Corporation) which is also a registered charity. Sadly,
today, they operate only 13 static cinemas, such as the ones shown in figs 37 and 38,
and one mobile one all of which are now digital.
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Friends, sponsors and partners
We are grateful for the support of these organisations.
If you would like to help the PPT please contact Nigel Wolland
Telephone: 0208 942 3159 Email: treasurer@projectedpicturetrust.org

PRO FILM LIMITED

We are a leading UK based supplier of digital cinema projection
systems, from projectors to servers, sound systems to automation.
Unit 6 Avondale Ind Est, Avondale Road, Stockport SK6 OUD
0161 4777633 service @omnexdigital.co.uk

JACRO knows cinema and JACRO knows software. We are a
family owned and operated business since the 1920s with an
unrivalled reputation for creativity and reliability.
Jack Roe (CS) Ltd, Enterprise Centre, Alton Road Ind Estate
Ross-on-Wye HR9 5NB United Kingdom sales@jackroe.com

Milton Keynes Museum
McConnell Drive, Wolverton
Milton Keynes MK12 5EL
01908 316222
www.miltonkeynesmuseum.org.uk

Imperial War Museum Duxford

Visit this historic airﬁeld and museum of aviation history
and discover the stories of people who lived and worked
at RAF Duxford.
www.iwm.org.uk/visits/iwm-duxford
The media arts school for those aged 14-19 that
specialises in behind-the-scenes media production
digital communications and entertainment technologies.
www.elstreeutc.co.uk

The David Lean Foundation
To promote and advance education and to cultivate
and improve public taste in the visual arts
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Our passion is for video, sound, staging,
lighting and rigging using leading edge AV
and broadcast technology.
Enquiries@media-powerhouse.com +44 (0) 20 8236 0331

HARKNESS SCREENS

The world’s leading screen technology company.
Unit A, Norton Road, Stevenage, Herts. SG1 2BB
01438 725200 sales@harkness-screens.com

Forever Film

SOUND ASSOCIATES

Projection | Sound | Cinema | Digital
Keeble House, 81 Island Farm Road, West Molesey, Surrey KT8 2SA
+44(0)20 8939 5900 info@soundassociates.co.uk

The independent trade union for those working in broadcasting, ﬁlm,
theatre, entertainment, leisure, interactive media and allied areas.

Pinewood Studios, Iver Heath, Buckinghamshire
01753 656656 Fax: 01753 657016
email: info@societyinmotion.com
www.societyinmotion.com

Bell Theatre Services are the UK’s leading supplier and installer
of projection and sound equipment to the ﬁlm industry.
(+44) 020 8238 6000 admin@bell-theatre.com
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Image created and released by the Imperial War Museum

A WAAF projectionist at RAF Ford, Sussex
prepares a 16mm sound projector for a film show.

