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THE ROYAL GUNPOWDER FACTORY
WALTHAM ABBEY

W. Gatos, B.A,

bowdsr has been described as "an intimato mixturs of saltpetre,
rcoal and sulphur', It was discovored oarly in tho 1l4th -
tury, and was responsible for a revolutlion in tho tactics of
sfare . Its menufacture seoms to have boon woll costablished in
land by tRe reign of Elizabeth I, and, about tho yoar 1570,

re woerc manufactories at Chilworth and Faversham, in Kent.

The site at Waltham, by tho Lea, also sooms tc have been used
the production of gunpowder at thils poriod. Fosmerely part of
lands bolonging to the Abbots of Waltham, 1t is a low=1lying area,

l-stocked with willows and alders, and connecting by canal with
Thames; in more rocent times the eass of access with the Argonal
ioolwich, and the magazines at Purfleot, and. the development
wstream of the Royal Small Arms Factory, lad to the factory at
tham bocoming the most important in Britain,

There are some accounts in existonce, datod 1560, concerning
purchaso of "Neapolitan saltpotre" and "Itallan Brimsténe',

t pofer to a mysterious store of 120,000 cwt of Brimstend at
tham, so it secms likely that procoesses of some kind concerning -
making of gunpowder were taking place herc thois

In the 17th century, firmer evidence is offcroed by the writer

ler, whs was a curate at Waltham Abboey. Writing in the year

3, ne says "More gunpowdor is made by mills of late erocctod on
River Ley than all England bosldeS...." and as if to qualify

s guperlative production he adds: " the mills having beon 5 times
vm-up in 7 years",

The ingrodients for gunpowder wore mixod together, and this

ture was them prossed into blocks or cakes; these woro. then
und up into powder. The risks woere obviously highly dangorous,
gad ovidence is prrvided by the Reglster for Burials at the
rech of tho Holy Cross, Waltham, 3
"October 1665 Tho., Gutricgo killod with a powder yo 4 day.
Edward Simons, carpenter, so killed yo 5 day".

Furthermoro thoro is considorable evidence to show that the
1ls contrcd at Waltham Abboy teonded to encroach on tho farming

hts of the local irhabitants,

The ownor appears to havo baon Ralph Hudson., At a local

rt Baron of May 27th, 1672, tho Jury assorted that "Ralph Hudson
erocted a powder mill noar a certain bridge called Hook's marsh
dge, upon land portaining to tho dunhabltacys ol Upehilro and
icfiold to the groat nuisance of the iihabitants theroe and of all
rs passing by the footway loading by tho said mill and tho bargos
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; and thoro constantly bolng, and to tho groat dangor of tho
ltants and of their cattlo dally passing tho gald mill,,,."

can sympathiso with thom over this last point.)eees.'it is
od that the sald Ralph Hudson without delay shall romove tho
mill and rostoro thoe said way under ponalty of forfoiting to
ady of the manr: £5 ", '

So far so good, However, a year later, on May 29th, 1673

nd the entry: "Ralph Hudson will not romovo hig powdor mill,

©d £40s000" with anothor complaint addeds "in shutting up
ater, has done so to tho nuisanco of footway loading by Norne

tg Cheshunt ,,., to ropair tho game boforo Junc lat: £5 forfoit
so',
Tudson was also fined for "damago to Norno marsh by cutting
for banks: £5 on every timo "
[n spito of lroal consternation and
); the powder mills remainod, and worc in full production in
Arly c¢ightsonth contury, Another mournful rominder from the

1 regictors  "Novembor 1720,  Potorp Bennett of ye town killed
powder mills ye 21 day",

n 1735, a woodeut wasg madao,

agltation, (and heavy

showing a general viow of the Powdor
- from a distance, entitled "Curious Qun owder Mills at Waltham

ownoed by John Waltun; a gontloman of kaown honour and intogrity",
id gunpowder manufacturc have a cortain roputation, carrioed on

¥y by shady charactors? Oo was the artist/author comparing him
he apparontly unserupulous Hudson?

t any rato, it shows various 11ttle buildings dotted about the
OFf a strotch of tho ILoa,

I the prosperity of tho Factory can bo
currence of explosions, it mus
9y when, on De
Co

y tho yoar 1770, 1t was notod that thore wore
dor mills upon a now construction,
1ving boon worked by herses",

b would thus appoar that the mochanical process of grinding

oI gunpowder into grains was previously carried out by hand,
10rSG POWOYD 4 It is known that thers was a clrcular track for
"sc¢y, found cortain grlindine machinory at Waltham, The horso
‘meossed to a swivel boam, walked round tho track and thus

tho machinery, At a cortoin point on tho clrcult, a dovico
horse!s harncss triggerod ~ff a spring, which rang a boll,

’ery circuit, Thus the mon would bo ablo to hoar tho progross
worwise) of the horse from a distance,

13 original reasons for siting tho Factory on tho Loa at

Judged or assossgog by
t have hoon doing vory nicoly
combor 3rd, two mills oxplodod, and had to bo

"sovoral curious
worked by wator, tho old

1 would soeem to bo, firstly, tho avallaibility of a mill,

dly, a rolativoly
or for charcoal

-y monastic, for industrial purposcss socon
d situation, with plonty of willow and ald




ng - and thirdky, caso.of transport, by wator, of highly oxplonsivo
>dionts, and the product, ' :

If tho ontroduction of water powor for grinding in 1770 was a
Lty, it may bo conjcctured that a ccrtain amount of caro, and
rclled powor, was nocossary for the safoty of tho grinding
>ssy tho use of watorpowor for turning tho milling apparatus
118 lato date may moan that moro sophisticatod machinory had boon.
ducod,  Horses and mon woro still omployod, as wo shall soo
1t this time tho output scoms to havo boon about 100 barrcls fat
- cach) a wooks :
The lato elgyteonth contury proved to bo a poricd of conflict
wrious parts of tho world, and 1t is significant tr noto that
/87, tho-Mills at Waltham Abboy woro acquircd by tho Govemmont,
1g boon in private hands until thon,

The ostablishmont was ohtitlod "Tho Regal Gunpowdor Factory!,
vas placod undor the command of tho Board of Ordnanco, Men
brought from tho Governmont mill at Favorsham, and both
rios worc contrnlled by Sir Wll'lam Congorov, Doputy Comptrollor
1¢ Royal Laboratory at Woolwich, In Octobor 1787, thoro worc
r=8ix omployess,

In 1791, double horsc-mills wero introduced, and in 1795
wdor was sont to Purflcot, on tho Thamos Estuary for proofing,

A sorious accidont in 1801, whon a horse "eorning-houso"
dod, and fourhorscs and nine men woro killed, lod to tho
ng up of a Government Enqulry on Safoty,

A Committoe of the Rpyal Socioty visited Waltham Abboy, to
1o and roport on tho possibllity of danger from what thoy
d "eloctical exitation" (this sounds very much liko 'static
ricityi). This was thought to boc causcd by walking, or rolling
1ls, on lcathor covorcd floors, or by tho mmo of silscovorod
ng reols (thoso worc uscd to romove fino dust from tho
r, by induction), Tho Committoo pronnunced "no dangor" from
' SNUPCCS, :
During this poriod, considcrablo difficulty was found in
ying a vibtal ingroddont ~ charcoal, Suitablo wood was vory
0, ospoclially in timo of war, whon domand was groator,
Improvomants in tho producticn of charcoal wore mado, In
woe find that charccal was boing burnt in rotorts or motal
ders o This gavo groator contrcl ovor tho procosse In 1795
rovornment cylindor works worc oponcd at Fishor Stroot and
wurst, in Sussox, and most of tho charcoal noodod was producod
', although somo was still burnt in tho forosts and marshos
#altham Abboy, In 1789, plantations of Dogword, Aldor and
w woro sot, for this purposc,

Tho Clork of tho Choquo spent a groat deal of timo travolling
arch of woods In March, 1793, ho scourcd Suffolk and Essox,
n tho 12th purchasod at Navostock 792 cords of wood (cqual to

s




1t 880 sagks of charcnal),

At Waltham, on April 6th, 1794, a bargo roturnc
linder ccal; that 1s, charcoal obtainoeg by tho closed motal
inder procogs, This was not cnly cloanor, but £ava moro powor
he gunpowdor mixturo, The output of charconal from Sussox
nod massivo broportions; o,g, in 1808: 132 tons por annumg in

) 142 tonsg; in 1812y 1%0 tons; 1813: 169 tons,  In 1831

nders wore installod and In use at tho Waltham Abboy factory

3
ton yecars lator, in January 1841, Dutch Willows, 8,000 alders
1,500 dogwood troos wore plantod, Somo forty orp fifty acros
his plantation wors in oxistonco a fow yoars ago,
To roturn to gunpowdor, the Napoloonic Vlars lod to an ‘incroaso
cf the promisos,
p 5000 barrols of gunpowdor a yoar woro boing producod,
805, tho Govornmont Board of. org

nancoe purchasad Choshunt Corne
» and in 1809, Waltham Abbey Corn-mill, for tho sako of tho

> rights, By 1810 thore worc hino watsor mills ang Sovon horsgo

'y but by 1813, thig had incroascd to twonty~four watop mills
11no horso mills, In Octobor 1814, watorpowcr wasg substitutod
ho romaining horso-millsg, - :

Sir William Congrovo o

d ladon with

provicusly msod tn givo
cquirecd donsity to gunpowdor , In 1816 tho olgd fashicnod

ng-frame was roplaccd by his new patont Branulating machinp,
Tho procossos of manufacturing and markoting gunpowdor woro
y profitablo, '

[n a staomont datod 1811, ccvering the poriod 1 January 1789
sust 31, 1810, 1t sooms that 407,708 barrolg of gunpcwdor,
lng 100 1bg cach, wore producod in that timo, providing a

- of £288,357, 65, 03d, 4 glanco at tho annual totals rovoals
ho fortuncs of wars

1809 20,050 barrolg,

similar fop 1816, 1811, 1812),

813 25,060 barrols,

814 10,161, "

815 15,796 "

816 4,000 n

819 1,000 a (War concluded in 1815),

y 1822, and tho raturn of Poico, tho fortunos of tho Factory
1 declino, Only 34 porsong wero omployod, and shortly aftop

1to the factoriod at Favorsham ang Ballincolig, in Iroland,
ld, e,

»vortholoss, Walthanm Abbot Gunpowdor Fa
L o By 1853, 140 acros of land, with b
' rights, had boon addoed to tho orlginal sito,
>0 risoe by mid-contury, and with tho shadow

ctory was not glvon up
uildings, and fivo miioa
Predngilion

of tho Crimoan .o
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ng ahcad , output roachod 10,000 barrols a yoar by 1853, In
a prudent Govornment imstallod ligkgtning conductnrs, and on
Fool's Day 1860, the Motropdlitan Polico took ovor
nsibllity for tho .Bocurity of tho Factory. This had formerly
in tho control of Watchmen, working in throo night-shifts,
onsplcuous by thoir large ovorcoats, rattlos and bolls. .
By 1870, thirtytwo palrs of incorp-ratod mills woro working,
~net only wator, but also stoam-powor, omploying 150 mon, By
timo, tho rofining of sulphur and saltpotro, and tho burning of .
oal worc all dono at Waltham., ' .
Now processos worc also Ilntroducod, Guncotton had boon
Vorod in 1846 by Schdénbein, and its usos woro aporociatod woll
1 for it teo bo manufacturod at vwaltham in 1872, (This 1s a
y oxplosivo substanco, obtained by scaking vogotablo fibre in
s and sulphurlic aclde, and carofully drying it). g
Procduction ran at 250 tons a yoar, and in 1890 a ncw factory
1ilt,  In tho following yoar, tho manufacturo of Cordite was
o This was tho rcsult of "Sir Frodorick Abol's Explosivg. .
ttoo", which initiatod tho dovolopmont of "a propollant in. . .
longths of cord" « that is, cordito, Its rceipo? 58 .
nitroglycorine, 37 parts pguncotton, 5 of minoral jolly“. .
By 1901, 2,000 tons of Cordito and 150 tons of guncotton wore
produced, and tho bactcry ostohded over 411f acros, including
500 bulldings; and 5 mileos of rivor and navigation, and
ying about 1,200 porsons, A
foday, tho Royal Gunpowdor Factory has bocomo an Explosivo
"ch Eastablishment, carrying out oxporiments with rocket fuol,
bhor modern propellants and oxplosives (= or so wo undorstand),
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PREHISTORIC BRITAIN AND FIZLD ARCHAEOQOLOGY: S. B, ENGLAND.,

Details of an experimental course combining a general
»duetlon to the archaeolcpy of the South Eaat of England
practical help in aspewts of archaeclogical fiadkd work

Just been recelved, The course will consigt of 24 lectures
4 fileld visits and will he followed by an examination,

ier details can be obtained from Mr., A, Hall, 23, Uvedalo

, Enfield, Middx, '
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