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The Waltham Abbey establishment is located 20 miles north 
~--~--~------~-------~----~----------

east of Central London and consists of tv/o separate sites 
~------~--~-----~--~~ -~--------~--~--------
on opposite sides of the rJ:25 London Orbital 1,10 t orway • 

"'"'-

The North Site is occupied by the Royal Armament Research 
~- ~------------------------------~----~-----------
and Development Establis~~ent (?~~E) and the South Site ---..... ---------~------'------------ ~--------~------
by Royal Ordnance (E:h.'})losives Division). 
~~- ..... --~ ........... ---------...... -~--~,--------

The t\7in sites cover an area of 465 acres, about 80~per 

cent of vlhich is s1L"l'To1.mded by the waters of the TIiver Lee 

and its associated streams. The establisr~ent also lies 
----------------~--~----~-~----~-------------------~---------
on the Greenwich meridian at 0 de&rees longitude. 
----...,~ 

Constable Ray Eackett (above) takes a great interest in the 
~--------~---------------------------------------------------history and wildlife of' both the establishment and the town - - -.. 
and ~1e i1as cOI:lyilec. a comprehensive Profile of this a.'T1cie::1t 
~ ~ ...... -----------------
and ~~iQue stationo 
~~ 

Tb.e \';or}~ curl~e:::tly being c2.:'Tied out at ';tal tham Abbey 

includes s~~~~ := ~~~ ~O-~~+~"O~l;~~ ~~~"Dl'll'+'v ana' hazard - -~- v_ _ __ WeJ' ~ 1.1'-- - """, ... 

assessnent of ene~;etic ~aterials, adheSion, mechanical 

prope~ties of ;~opell2....'T1ts a...."'1d the use of' cO!::J.J.)osi te materials 

ir- the desi~ of ~e~pon systeDs a."'1d t~e a;~lication of 

computational tec~~~Ques. A far cry fro~ the early years 



when the primary function of Waltham Abbey was the · 

manufacture of a single product - gunpowder. 
~ 

The early years 
.~ 

Al though gunpowder was first used by the English on the 

battlefield of Crecy in 1346 it was not produced in any 

great qua.."'1ti ty until the middle of the 16th century. 

Gun:pO\vder :production at this time was solely in the hands 

of private manufacturers with the exce:ption of a small 

scale operation in the Tower of London. 

'.7al tham. Abbey's association with gunpowder is recorded as 

far back as 1561 during the reign of Queen Elizabeth I. 

By 1660 i;:he :production of gunpowder had become an im:portant 

local industry. In 1662 the Curate of ',7<llthan Abbe;y-, :n-o 
Thomas Fuller wrote: "It is g,uestionable whether 

gwl:powder be more :profitable or dangerouso The mills in 

my Parish have been five times blovvn up within seven years 
, 

but blessed be to God mthout the loss of one man's lifeo" 

The :po\7derEills eventually came into the :possession of the 

',';al ton f2r::lily \7!:0 later sold them to the Croi'm on 18th 

October 1787 fo~ the sum of £10,000. The subseQuent two 

hUl1crecl years have seen the site make a very important 

contribution to the defence of the Realm. 

r~g Earold 
~ 

Loc<ll lebend ~aL~tains that the remains of Y;ng Earold and 

his b::,o~hers, i:.eofY.'in and Gl..U'th, are bUl~ied ill the c;ro11.."1.ds 



_ ............. v _v __ '. - . . --- ~; - - - .... ,. -' 

of the old abbey at Waltham. ~ Harold founded the 

abbey (circa 1060) and a large stone behind the :present 

church marks his last resting ~lace. The Augustinian 

Order of Monks worshi~~ed at the monastery and are said 

to have been the first ~eople in England to manufacture 

gunpowder 0 For this reason, Waltham Abbey was to become 

the site of the most famous gunpowder factory in the 

country - The Royal GLUlpowder Factoryo --- ~--~----~----

Guy Fawkes -------
Another local legend claims that Guy Fawkes purchased 

gunpowder from the mills at Wal tham Abbey prior to his 

ill-fated attem~t to destroy Parliament in 16050 

Unfortunately there is no solid documentary evidence to 

substantiate this claim. ~owever, about 12 years aGo a 

receipt was discovered in the Public Re cord Office which 

referred to 18 1~1L"1dTedwei6ht of gun:powder ~1,.:rchased by a 

gentleman living z:ear \7al tham. Abbey 0 The gunpowder was 

'for :b-is private use' and the recei~t 'was dated 1605. 

Guy and his fellov; cons:prators often met in a 'safe house' 

just a short distance from ';7a1 tha:::n. Abbey a."1d it is quite 

possible thc.t loes.: lezenc. is cor:~eeto 

Royal Gl~.21:po\7der ? actory 
~--------

HaVL1J.g :purc1:asec. the mills on behalf of tl'le Cror.1l (1787), 

Lieutenant Ger..er2.l :ir 1::illiao Con;reve, :Deputy Comptroller 

of the ?'oya1 la:orc.tory, spent a £urt1:er 235,000 on repairs, 

inprovements 2...:.C e::te!lsio:l8. It '7as not u:'ltil :?ebrus.ry 1789 

th2.tthe f ir;:;t os:;;el: of gv.npovlder wc.S Dc.de for the Cro';.-:l. 



" 

Congreve made rules covering safety, discipline and the 

~roduction of gunpowder of uniform performance. The mills 

began to produce what was to become the finest ~uality 

gunpowder in the world. 

Sir William was succeeded by his son, another William, as 

Comptroller and he continued his father's improvements and 

invented the 'granulating machine' which remained virtually 

unchanged in design Ior over 150 years. The young William 

Congreve is probably best knowll as the inventor of the 

military rocket system. 

Although the military" rocket was not very accurate it 

terrorised the enemy and had great incendiary valueo It 

was used successfully in several c~paigns including 

Boulogne 1806, Copenhagen 1807, Leipzig 1813 and ~aterloo 

1815. The use of rockets against Fort l:cHenr;T in 1814 

is co~emorated by the words 'the rockets' red glare' in 

the United States National A..'l'lthem.. 

Gu..."'lpmvder production 
~ "'""--- ----- --

:Jv.=-inb' the I~2.:poleonic ~.7ars tl1.e a.r~ual production of 

gu...~:por!d.er reac:'"2.ec. 25,000 b2Irels (2.'":Jout 1, 100 tons) a:'1d 

it also say: the introciuction of wl:8.t '7as to become the 

d.efir~ ti-ve met2:0d. of e;v.n:powder productiono This involved 

mi::ing sal t:Jetre, sulpb:u.:r c.nd charcoal in certain 

propo:=-tions 2nd t~en incorporatinG the subsequent mi~:: under 

massi-ve millstones. The result2nt 'millc~ke' 'was then broken 

do~n ~"'lC pressed befo~e beinG grc.nul2.ie~ to the required size. 

A -very danGerous ?rocess indeed! 



, . 

Accidents 
.~ 

Ac·cidents during the 19th century were both frequent and 

major. o.n 13th April 1843 ten men died in an explosion, 

L~ June 1870. five more, in August 1890. another ~vo were 

. -tille d and in 1893 a further nine. Many minor accidents 

over the years have resulted in-serious injury. 

The possession of contraband items such as matches or 

tobacco within the confines of the mills was a serious 

offence 0 Employees found in possession of such items 

would be dismissed immediately. Contractors were eA~ected 

to sack any of their staff who broke the contraband 

regulations. 

Even today, the possession of contraband in certain parts 

of the factory is considered a very serious offence. The 

manufacture of gunpowder has always been fraught with danger 

and although safety procedures were strictly adhered to, it 

was always feared that just one tL~ spark could prove fatalo 

])e cline of 9ll1Po\vder 

For years the enti=e production of the mills had been 

gtL.~powde= but by tbe mddle of tl:e 19th ce:!.1tuTy there was 

a gro\7ing interest in two new e::plosi ve products - gtL.""lcotton 

2.!J.:l :ll tro;;lycerine. 

In 1863 Sir Fredericl: Abel, the ',"tar Office cr..emst, set up 

an experiDent2..l pla..."'1t at '\7al th2..!:l Abbey for the production of 

guncotton. The plant was successful and production was 

increased to 250. tons :per year b~i 1872, and. eve:"ltu2.11y 

C-.~""ooder: 2 "uno 7:0 ...... '" -,0-'-' 7C2.l~ b-;r 1c 08 o .... ~ ... _.......... ....... , v v ___ ~_J' --- V - J..,. 
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Nitroglycerine, a liquid explosive, was extruded with 

. guncotton and mineral jelly 8lI1.d then formed into cords 

., by Abel t s E:h.j;)losi ves Connni ttee in 1890. These powerful 

new materials were manufactured in bulk fu~d by 1901 a new 

cordite factO~J was in operation to the south of the town 

of Waltham Abbey. 

The importance of the role of gu..n.powder as an e::::plosive and 

as a propellant declined \7i th the introduction of materie.ls 

such as cordite. As a result of this, the exisiting 

gunpowder mills were converted t.o cordite processingo 

v\ ~d ..... ec..t( I.. 

The age of gunpowder hadAgone forever. 

Two Yl orld 1,7e.:rs 
~--------

During the F:iIst ~,7or1d 17a:r, the ~oyal Gunpowder Factory was 

the only Government-owned ma.."l'J.ufacturing site of e:::-:plosives. 

It employed over 5,000 people, half of them women. 

After 1918, emplo;yment and production were reduced but 

ef'f'ort on e:::::perimental work vias increased, leadi..n.g to the 

development of ne'wer an:: safer :p::'ocesses and the discovery 

of even more pO'7e:~ful IDc.teria1s. ~l:is rundorm of productior.. 

vIas reve::'sed in 1933 i",rl"len the inter:1s:tional situation 

dete::'ior~ted and t~e ~GPF was placed on st~dby for full 

At the outbreak of the Second '::o:rld 1,':ar tl1e TIGPF was the 

country IS maj or e:·:::plosi ves producer a.."'1d as such becs..:m.e a 

?rime target for el1e::2Y air attacl;:. It was danGerous enough 

to Vlor},: in ar: e:::;losi Yes factorj~ \'ii thout the threat of' air raids 0 



-~I""'. ' - :. 
~..J"" \..1 -"- _ _ ...... / I 

The continuous production of the high explosive RDX was 

maintained however. 

There were many tclos e shaves t as the Luftwaffe tried its 

best to stop production. The nitroglycerine plant had a 

lucky escape when a V2 rocket struck the town a quarter of 

a IDile away causing horrendous damage and injurYo 

Post-war 
.~ 

After the war the RGPF eventually ceased production and in 

July 1945 it closed. Two days later it re-opened as an 

experimental station of the Armament Research Departmento 

This later became the Explosives Research and Development 

Establishment (E?~E) in 1948. Further changes in 

organisation led it to become the Propellants Explosives & 

Rocket 1Iotor Establishment (PE...l?ES) in 19770 

In 1984 the site at Waltham Abbey was divided into the Fm 

separate parts vvhich we lmow toda;y-. The Royal Ordnance 

site (South Site) is no\v closed a..."1d is being returned to 

civilian use. 

Site of Special 
~ 

Jcientific Interest 

I:l 1986 the I:e.:hrre Conse::-vancy C01L"'!cil declared part of the 

old ~G?F ~ a Site of Special Scientific Interest (3SSI) 

under Section 28 of the ..... ~ildlife &. C01L11tryside Act 19810 

~he ;';al th2~ Abbey site not only contaL."1s a wealth of historical 

L~terest but also ~~ acundance of flora and fatL11a. 



... ". ~'. -. . 
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The Waltham Abbey SSSI is described as 'an area of woodland 

on damp alluvial soil overlying glacial gravel in the 

valley of the River Lee.' The woodland has largely 

generated from coppice stools and is dominated by alder, 

ash, sycamore, poplar and crack vdllow • 

.. The ground flora is dominated by common nettle, ground ivy 

and butterbur. 

s CV v; >'Y'./l.1 ~) 

Rabbi ts '1\ foxes a.'1d fallow and munt jac deer are commonly seen 

throughout the site and most species of British birds and 

mammals are represented. The site supports the largest 

heronry in Essex - vIi th over a. dozen bree:ding . :pairs. 

What was once The Royal Gunpowder Factory is now dense 

woodland and all t~at remains is but an echo of its past 

greatness. William Fitzgerald said it all in an article 

in the Strand f.Iag-azine (1895): "The tremendous energy 

that lay dormant in every building oppressed us, even 

though that energy slept behind massive traverses and walls 

ten feet thick; so we came avvay.1I 

Early policing 
~ 

The I1iddle of the 18th ce::tury Vias a time of worser.; ng 

international relations, this being the reason for the 

Croym's purchase of tlle mills. ':;i thout gunpowder a war 

Y{Quld be lost; without GU-11.poy;der the nation could not 

defend itself fro= its enemies. The fear of sabotage 

by enemy agents Yl8.3 very real. 



--- . - ~-.- -. - --

Securi ty of the mills was of paramount importance and 

-:-- il:ii tially process Vlorkers were employed to carry out 

the task. Until 1860 all security patrols were conducted 

on an overtime basis - a shilling's extra pay for four 

.. hours work after completing an_ ~ight-hour shift 0 The 

patrols were paraded at the Grand Watch House and told of 

their 'beats' by the 'Rounders' whom they r~d to meet every 

hour whilstro~ patrol. 

Special Constable 

In 1846, at the request of the Ordn~~ce Board, a Special 

Constable was employed. Unlike the security patrols he 

was not a process worker and he had the powers of Constable 

within the confines of the factory and the powers of 

Special Const~ble outside. 

Tlis~lifetropolitan Police took over the policing of the mills 

on 1st April 1860. Their duties included L~ternal security 

patrols, control 0:: entry and en t end, most important of 

all, contrab~~d se~ches. 

By 1871 there was a Police :i3arracks situc:.ted adjacent to the 

r .. :ai:!. Police C::fice in POYldermill La...'I1e. T!le Tt:c:in Police 

Office has been in continuous use frOD 1860 to the present 

day and is believed to be the oldest police office still 

in use in the I,:etropoli tan Police area o 

Escort duties ----------
During the 3'i::-st ';''-orld ';-:ar, S})eci21 Constc.bles ,"Yere employed 



Wal tham Abbey and Woolwich Axsenal and their duties 

included opening and closing the many lock gates on the 

River Lee. By 1923 the Metropolitan Police had 

relinquished the task of pol~cing the RGPF and the job was 

taken over by the Departmental Constabulary . who policed 

the mills throughout World Wax 11, being assisted by units 

of the Local Defence Volvnteers and the Regulax Army. 

The RGPF was vi tal to the v{ar effort and sabotage was still 

as great a tbxeat as it had been during the Napoleonic 'Iiarso 

In 1971, amalgamation of the De:partme~tal Constabularies 

meant that policing was the responsibility of I:.IDP. 

The MDP task 
~ 

The I.:DP role at \7al tham Abbey is primarily one of security 

and general policing since the closure of Royal Ordnance 

and the run-down of RAPJ)E. The security task is as important 

today as it was in the early days of the RGPF. The tbreat 

is still real. 

The I)::JP c OIn.pl esen t of one Ins pe c t or , one S er ge ant and 16 

Const2.bles is tasl:ec. to police bot:: ::OF a.11.d 2.ii....:.TIE during the 

~hese fibUTes include a ~Ob Section 

of t}1xee hanC2.ers 8.Tld tl~ee Security Arm True dogs 0 

The Senior Police Officer, I~sJector Rex ~rixon, and r~s 
. .-

deputy, 3erge~t Peter Tin&le, are in an ~usu&l po=ition ----- --.....-. .... ---------
as they have "to deal with two different ad.r:linistration ' 

systens as RC? a~a. Ii.AH:lE are tY/O separate entities. 



t . · 

MDP carry out regular patrols of the associated married 

quarters at ITaltham Abbey as well as patrols of the ten-mile 

fence line. 

Personalities -------
No 1IDP officer is more at home at Waltham Abbey than Constable 

Ken Hi cks • Ken, 

the :r.:DP :Band, was 

Factoryo 

a gifted musician who plays bass tuba in 
It\.. a... ","0'; Se.. 

actually bornKithin the Royal Gunpowder 

Constable Ealcolm Ashby is a member of the Force rugby team 
,,----""""""""' ~---------

(hooker) • 

This duo also ~old high office (Treasurer and ChainruL~ 

respectively) in the establisbJnent Social Club. It is 

unf ortuna t e thE:. t ..L.1 .... o \.1 .... _ c1.l.....""Tent situation sees the Club slov.,rly 

running dovm but in the past it has supported and 

encouraged not only the usual snooker and darts but has 

also catered for the more genteel pastimes of chess, bridge, 

sailing and c~oquet! 

Ghosts 
~ 

;,'2.1 t:h2.In .Abbey p~esents an extremely pleasant en-vi.romnent in 

w:tich to Ylorl: - u..":less you are afraid of b"hosts 0 

there are no hee.dless s.pparitions or myste::,ious '[;rey ladies' 

the :;o~th 3i te does boast a certai.:.,,: build.i.:.'1.;- i"'~1icb. is to be 

carefull:,' avoidec. b:r police patrols once the sun has seto 

The entrance d.oor to tl~is 200-year old build.ing is flanked 
-n...IO 

bY"ancient C2.~1on. 2....~c:. the coat of arDS sc eYe -';2:" ,:: OQ3,"" 

o~ t:"h.!!. w~L\. 



contains a hideous gri nni ng gargoyle looking down. The 

building, once a residence, stands unoccupied now but in 

years long past it must have been a very pleasant placeo 

In the early 80s, contractors renovating the building f?und 
- -

a large snake embedded into the plaster above the entrance 

dooro They disposed of it - and then strange things began 

to h8.p:pen. Panes of glass would shatter for no obvious 

reason, work tools would suddenly move of their OVal accord 

or disappear, only to reappear in another roomo Noises 

and footsteps were heard in empty rooms and lights would be 

seen glowing at strange hours in the locked houseo 

The contractors refused to work alone in the building and 

always vacated it before dusk. Police dogs shied away a.."1d 

one officer who entered the build.ing to check strange lights 

claimed that as he ran out of the place, something had 

followed him down the stairs. 

It has noy: come to light that i..1'l the 17th and 18th centu.ries, 

to p::cotect ones house from the devil, a snake \70uld be l:illed 

at the full moon and t~en n~ile~ above the door. 

::2.G. the cO:1t:r-actors, in their igl1or8.:."1ce, thrown aw2.Y the very 

t!:ing th.:.t haC. :9rotected that house for 8.11 those years? 

':.!:O }::!lO\-;s? '::11e ~:ouse is still empty at the time of 'writing 

t~s prcfile and it st~l'lds silent and alone, shrouded in mist 

f:-'om the river. 
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. .. ... End of an era 

With the closure of Royal Ordnance ~d the run-down of 

RARDE, four hundred years of history will have passed 

, ;'~ since the production of that first batch 'ofgunpowder at ·_ ·· 
• r" 

Waltham Abbeyo 

Over the years, tens of thousands of people have entered 

the powdermills to work for the defence of their country 

and it is sincerely hoped that when the site is eventually 

returned to civilian use ~ . .. ~ the Royal Gunpowder Factory 

will be commemorated in some wayo 

It is also hoped that the Site of Special Scientific 

InteTest will continue to be regaTded fOT what it truly 

is. A unique :place that not only contaL~s many species 

of pla.."'lts and animals but also, buried in its 'Woodland, 

the last remains of what was the Royal Gunpowder Factoryo 

-000-


