


A SHORl' HISTORY OF THE ROYAL GUNPOWDER FACTORY 
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, SHORT fIIS'lORY . OP 'rHE ,ROYAL GDJn10WDm J'ACTORY. 
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~' '.,', K111s aeem _to, havc"tlour1,he4 at WalthaDl tor". cona1ci~rable ', " 
perl04 to~ we, see t~t at the ~wye7 mado' tD ,the 'Conqgeror'a reian · 

\, 

, ~. compar1son bitween' the state of \\7altham then aDd tn K4w81'4" the . 
" ',eoDrel'!,or'a ,i'e,181i "then o~ mill, now three, an4 ,ttv. t1she:r:-tes~" , " , 

• I • '. • • • \ • 
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The earllest 'known record relattns to the Waltbam Abbe, ' I I • 

Po del' Hills ls ,dated 1560. It 1s ot tnte~e.t as abowins tha~, , 
~ 'even thus ~ar17, the' taoto~ was ~t cOn8~~e1'ab~e extent ~ ,.~s ., 

engaged 1n producing gunpowder to'r the BligJ.la~ (Jovel'JXD_t. ,on ' 1 

th, date ~amed, one Mareo Antonio Er1~ZO, \ aD Italian, w~1te., to ' 
Jobri Thomworth s ,t \tal them Ab"e7, ' i:n' reference to a tender he. had 

" 

" 

.. ' 

" 

" 

made to ' supp17 .the ~over.nment ' with matertala tor ,maktns poWder. ' 
~hdm~o~th .~a the .executor of the widow ot tbo ,AnthoDF DaDn7 Who , ' 

had · dled in, 1549,' 'and waa probl1blJ' the owner or 'm&nager of the I "\" 

P'owde:t- lIill': · "Prom' tha,t 48l' s ,t :~ nt:- and doubtle"s , earlier ' the .. . 
manu:tacture o:t ~ gunpowder on a 181'8e saale has been carr1ed ' on 
oobttnuoua17 at Walthsm Abbe7_ . ' 

1 " I • 

Parmel' 1n hia ,",B1stol'7 of Waltham" glves a vieW ,of the , 
t.otor,v' _s 'it was,~ 1735. Rl'om 'this ~ieWJ it appears that ' 
there: n,.-e ,th~ ' some twent7 ·bulld.1nss. ' or · t~ fact,017' Parmer 

--

sap " ~.. ... 

" , 

I 

/' ' 

.... ar · the : ~o.n, on.'One ot these KiTers (l.e. on 
one ot the ~anahes or, th~. Lea), . are' curioua ' 

I. GunIJowdel.' M'111s, wht:ch auppl;r the ' natlon ,,1 th 
srea,t qUantities ot gunpo.de~. ,being eate.ed 
t~ : largest , d ,comple\eat Worka ln Great Brl t'ain, 
and are no., the Pro~ejl't7 ot MI", Jobn Walton, a 
gentleman ot kn01ll1 honour and lntesri t7"'. . , 

. . ." 

.1 

!his John Walton was a relative of"'Isaac \1a1ton the angler • , . , , , 
, \ 

. " 

., 
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I • • f I~ '1187 the 'laoto1'7 was aC~1red' bi the GoverDment trom 
' another member :of the family, . a later, John \Ya:J. ton. From ' that I 

" 

.. 

,time- :to , tb:e p:r-esent ,1 t haa ~l"als been knO\Ul' as , the ,R07al , 
.. Gunp~.del' J'actory. I ~ 8Ul'ro1D'ld~ lan4-s, were' pUl'Qhaaed in \ 1795 .. 
Upon b*cominS ~own., pl'OPE\~t7 the f'acto17 was enla1"pd 1);y the Board . ' . ' 
ot Ordnance under whoae· m~agement, 1 t fell. I,' · , ., ' " 

• 41 • • • . . . " .. . . " 

~t varioua ~imfia bet~een' 1803 and 1&53 'the Bo81'd of' ,ordnance . 
, , purohaae4 land and 'bu1,ldmgs ad3acent to the factol'7 both 1». tbe " ~ , 

. town ot \fal tbam Abbq and a;Long 1ihe b8Dka ot , the Lea to the north 
I"Ot the ,Pacto17" aCq'Uil'~S altogether about. 140 aortes. ~7 " " 

,1 'PUl'Obaaed ,also the 'w~e right of' 'Water of _tlle :R1ver Lea ',and all , " ' , 
'" ·.11;8 b~aiicbea, ~om Klng'a WetI' tn, !f'azCltlng, to the Black D1tOh 1no ' ." 
~ Sn8Matone, a length of' tive, milea. ' ", I' , . ' . . .' . 

: : .,. - ' ", . " 
: l~ 1853' the tactol'7' waa ~apabie ot p!'qdUc'1ng 10,000 bu-rel. 
o,t ~pow4el' and o~ ,.to,ring 5,000 tons ,ot aal:tPet~e and &!nilphU1'. 

• , .. I 

... . : - . " 'In 1812, ,the P~Oduct1-cin ' ot gunCotton ~aa oOCllll~ded qn a 
manufacturing 'acal~ at Waltham Abbet. The ' origin$! guncotton 
Factol'7 cOha\,ate.d ·ma1nl,. 'of old bu11d~s whlch had 'tormed ' a 
p81't~t the 8a~tpetre reflner" and wh10h ,abutted ,an the prtncipal I , 

,street o~ the town. It waa capable- of turn1ng out about 250 ,tonat . - '< 

ot l'DlCott'cm 8 ' 7ea1'. In 1885. 100 ao1'8S o't 18D4, known a8 ~lnton : 
,'" Bill .~" p~hased b7 the Govemment and 8 new Guncotton ~aoto17 ' " " 

waa, ,erected' tbere' whlch atart,~ work in 1890. : , ' ' .. ~ 
' . ' " " t. 
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In 1890, Sir Frede~1ck Abel "s Explosives Oorma1 ttee recommended ' 
a smokeless powder fo!" the l:lr~ tish 8erv1(~e to \vhlch , ,the name of 
'"Cord1ted was given. ,The' :details of "its ,msnufactUI'e. Wel'8 ~orked 

, out in ,the ~Qyal Arsenal. Woolw1oh" and i ta pro4~ct1~~ ,wae, ';' 
, commenced at Wsltham Abbel' in 1891. A',Ni~rog17ce,r!ne F~oWI7, wa$ 

put up oil Quinton 'Hlll where the necessar7 ~u1ld1D'gs 'fol- 'making 
cordl'te were also ' erected. Later~ to m~$~ "th~ , 1ncr~aeed demands 

, r for C.ol'd1 to, owing to 1. ts h~ving taken the p~ace pt "gunpowde;r for 
, ,P:tt9Puls1 ve, 'purposes, a second :Ni trogltc~r1ne Pactor.l', w~s ll'\i1l t in' 

-the ,old :pol'tl,on o,t 'the factory and this started work 'in ,t898~ At 
the s'ame time, the major1 t,. of, the ' houses formerly used tor. the 
manutacture of gunpOWd3.1' , wel"e converted "m.to houses, :tOl' the ' " 
'manufacture of cOI'dlte, the 'original, cordite bu1~d~g8 b~1ng : no 
longer sui table , fer! the laI'ge~ output r~q~i7!e~ ' ,_,',' ' :,' ',' ,: 

. " ~ . .. . . . . . . . ' . .. 

, In ' 1914~15 a ~onS1derable eXpan~1on ' Or ~he f$ctory toOk~ place 
to meet the, needs 01" the 'GX'eat , W&:i," for cannon' Cord1.te. ' Between the 
years 1914 to 1939 s5veral pilot pl~t's for ~he ' maD.~ac~Ui'e. ,'of " 

,Hi~h Explosives were erected ~~d used as tho basis ' for design ot 
factories in oth~ part,s of the Cou:.'ltry. ,~ 'l'he. '!naJ'lUt'fI;C:;l'l."!'e o~ , 
~4'"Plo,~iYea , containing charcoal oea sed in 1943. , ' . , i ,": ,,: , ' 
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