


EXPLOSION Ar A GOYERNMBNr 
POWDER FACTOBY • 

• 
At an early hoor yesterday morping . an e:tplosfoa 

occurred at the Government Powder Mills, at Waltham 
Abbey, which resulted in the death o~ two men named 
William Maynard and William Napthan, both of whom 
were married, and in somewhat serious injury to a third, 
named AlbeIt 'Vilson. The morning shift entered the 
factory-where about 500 bands are employed-at ftve 
and, as is customary, an indiscriminate search was made 
amongst them for matches, but none . were discovered. 
N apthan and l\Iaynard proceeded to the breaking down­
house, on the 1tHll Head Stream, where the powder meal it 
passed between two rollers, and· by this method reduced 
to dust. The lnen chan~ell their clothing in the 
shifting-room, close at hand, and then proceeded to 
work; the machinery in the breu.kiug-down house, which i. 
driven by water power, being started shortly' after six 
o'clock. Naptban, who was the foremn.n, wa~ 58 yea.rs of 
age, and IHuynanl, his assistant, was about 43, anti as both 
of t hem had been employed at . the f3.ctory about 18 years 
they were thoroughly experienced workmen~ ... t\.t 25 
minutes to seven o'clock, after the machinery bad been 
working only about 10 minutes, a terrific e~plosioQ 

occurred, the report of which was henrd for quite 10 mile. 
round. The building, which was of brick, wood, an(l slate, 
was blown high into the air. Huge pieces of ma~hiner1 
were hurled into the boughs of neighbouring tn'e9, tho 
great water wheel, which supplieJ the . motive power, was 
·torn up and oal"rieJ Bome di-&t.anoe--away, treelt were cut off 
close to the g nd, and others were entirely stripped of 
their ba.rk. 1\lajor-General Noble (superintendent of tlJ 
mills), Oolonel Ba~ker, l\fr. Findla.y (t he manager), 
and other officers of the factory arrived 011 the ~cellC a sllort 
time after they heard the r~port,:whcu they fuuuu tile 
place ill flames" and the surrounding tree9 snloulder­
ing. The hands workeJ well. and by a~ea.H~ of a bOO I !1upplr 
of water from the n~ighbourin~ ca.nal t bejsuccce;Jc,I in pre-
.venting an extension of the fire to any of the o:h r· nliils. 
The three building:i under onc r()~i-tile t,rcak i n~·do\YD 
house, the pebble-house, and the "'}Jeel-!Jollsc-\Vcre com· 
pletely wrecked, and for some time no trnce could be 
fond of Maynard and Napth n. Eventually, however, the 
body of Napthan was discovered outside the factor, 
premises, it having been blown right across the 
canal and over the top of • group of taU 



trees iuto the marshes in the Lea Vallev. The 
search party also came upon portions of human re· 
mains which are no doubt Maynartl's, though they could 
Ilot be identified. A third man, named Albert WilsoDi 
had a very narrow escape. At the time of the explosion 
he W~ changing his clothes in the shifting-house, which is 
pl'\ltlo.f--P.d from the breaking-down house by a solid. wall of 
masoDrJ: a"out 12ft. or 15ft. ill thickness. Tile explosion 
threw hIm froIn Qne side of the shiftiuO'-house to the other. 
He ~eceivcd a very :!p.vere shock, an.t was cut by falling 
d6bru, 80 that his condition is regarded as not freo from 
da~ger. The great wall of masonry, interpo~i!)g between 
'Vllson and the Sf'at of the explosion, is cracKed froID 
top to bottom, while the interior of the shifting-house 
-which this wall was intended to protect- is wr~cked. 

There were stored in the breakiug-c1own house about 
1.400lh. of sraall-arm powder, intended for use with the 
Martini-Henri rifle, an order fot 5,000 barrels of which was 
received at the factory thi~ year. "Then the explosion 
occurred a great portion of the 1,4001b. was in barrels in 
the room! and the remainder wa~ undergoing the crushing 
or "breaking down" process bet ween t he roller~. This 
po\vder, which is described as more explosive than tha 
ordinary brown powder, ha.s not been made at the factory 
for about five years, and it is stated that all pr.el'ious ex­
plotJions at 'Valtham were in conneotion with the manipu­
lation of thi!il fine-grain powdpr. At the same time, ii 
ahould be added that tile place ha!l for many yeal's 
past experienced a ha.ppy immunity from ca.tastrophe~, 
the last explosion having occllrretl so long ago a~ 1810. 
This may be due tu the precaution~ taken by the authori­
ties, for on all hands the mm-.t pa.rticular care a.ppears to 
be exercisl?d in order to avoitl dallg~r. The pow<.!er which 
exploded i!il known as R. F. G .. 2, or rifle fine ~ra.in 2. At 
present the officials are unable to accour~t· for the ex­
J?losion. App!J.rp.ntly the bea.rings of tlw machinp.ry could 
not have beell over-heated, as it hacl been running only 10 
minutes when the explosion occnrred. Among the llavoo 
wrought by the force of the concussion Jnl1~t be c')tUltcd 
the uamage done to the gl'anulatillg hou~c, whictl is situated 
about 200 yards away, all the witHlo-.vE; of which were 
blown"out, and the interior was dam(}g~J. All about the 
grounds th~re are traces of the E'xplo:04ion, !:lrge blocks of 
burnt and charred timber lying near the !1uth ways a t a con­
siderable distance from the scene of the di~a~tpl'. ~cither did 
the town of \Vo.ltham .Abhey, Home parts of which are about; 
a mile distant-e3cape. The loud report in th~ t:arly morn­
ing told its own tale to the inha.bitants, a:ld the street. 
were quickly thronged with eager nnd :tnxious inquirers, 
who hurried in the direction of the Jr.ills. The women 
whose husbands were employed at the reills fcared the 
worst, and there were many dh;tres~ing scenes. Th~ 
.butters of shops wel'e blown down, and panes of glass and 
fanlights were forced t. A large plate-gla s window ill 
Colonel Noble's house, a mile distant, was smashed; 
everal panes of gla~ were blown out of the win\low~ at 

the Cock Hote], and Borne of the inmates had narroW' 
escapes. Heavy ma~nry fell in otht-r places, anrl in almost 
every house ornaments were moved from their placC!~. At 
tbe residence of Sir T. Fowell .cuxton, two mi le~ distant. 
the stable doors were blown open with ~ loud era h. . The 
doors of mo t of the houses in the town shook for some 
seconds. Tbe reoort ef the explosion was di tinctly heard 

t .Ponder'. End and Tottenham. A cloud of smoke oye,. 
hung tbe town for some minutes After the explwioD. I ) , 

I # 


