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A Gunpowder plot:
The Royal Gunpowder
Mills at Waltham Abbey

by Norman Paul Grad ®.1I.C.

The site at Waltham Abbey has been Invelved in the
manufacture and development of explosives for over
300 years. The first definltive reference to gunpowder
mills at Waltham Abbey is contaimed in Thomas Fuller's
“History of the Worthies of England” published In 1662,
He was a curate at the Waltham Abbey Church and
wrote that “there Is more gunpowder made by mills of
late erected on the River Ley, betwixt Waltham and
London, than in all England beskdesT infdally In private
hands from the middie of the 17th century It was
purchased by the Crown In 1787, becoming the Royal
Gunpowder Factory under the leadership of Lt.General
Sir Willlam Congreve and later, under his son, also
named William, of Congreve rocket fame.

In the Tae T80 conmury, the government was Setenmined o
conued irs own production of gunpowder and there was concemn
aver the qualioy of pewder from the vanows commercid
suppliers. Continuous refurbéshemens and expansgon ook place
anid the Boyal Gunpowder Mitls became the starelardasetrer for
the peediuctbon of gurgosader, Under the Congreves the
apqlication of soiemific moetheds 2rd innovaton meant char the
Bctory was ai the foecfmoat of the gurgowder indusing Congreve
the ebder armnged 3 shoorour on Mard borowgh Downs [n 1810
and demonstrated thaet poevder from the "Bing’s Mills" was vastly
supreriod 1o thar of commercia] compethors, Inaddition o s
legacy of Innovasion and sciennific applicatan the mein goals of
safery and peoduct quality became 3 rafemark of the Mills and
conmnued throughour ies long life. For over 10 years the =sole
autperof the Boeory wis gunposder untl, i the laie 190 cennary
i was superseded by ceher new and mose powertild explosives,

Apliot plant was set up.....and produced the RDX used in
the MMling of the Barnes Wallls Bounging Bomiy.

Early explosives developed were gumiocoion, nitregdyeernine, semrd
ard plorite, I was ap Walthaoy Aldsey that Sie Frederick Alsz]
made iImproversenns in the ranufacmuce of guncotoa

sntrod uaing 3 selilisason seage whisdh made the mareri] sable
an siarage, He zlso ked the feld in ihe develapment of the
guncononnimoghrerne combnadan o produce cordine cha
became the main cutput of the feoory and resulied in the
gradual phasing car of gungowder, Alchough the main warkesd
explostve (TNT) was nol i peodiscion at Waltham Abbey a piia
planr was ser up o prove 2 condinuons manufaruring proosss
widch woe thwen trnsfermed 1o ather oadnaree Bctories. TWT was
deemed pobe the expiostve of the Firs Warld War, The explosive
af the Socond Woad War was BT {oclo-1 3 S THmethylene.

24 fmnframing . Cnce again, a plion plant was s ug al
Walrham Abbey and proctuced the BDE used tn the filing of che
Barres Wil “Boaeing Boods™.

Desplte these dhanges the name reratned uatl the end of the
Second World War when it bocame a research and dow bpruent

Exhibidon Canire st Rosad Gonpawcke Milk, Waltham Abtay

estanlshament working an modem explodve compositons and
eockel progdlant development. Mees of ihe carfy sl
propseiiant rocker moeces ussd compositions developed i the
estatlizbement. This work contnued uratl 1991 when the sice was
chosed with most of the saff and facilivies ndocsied (o the Roval
Amramenis Fesearch & Dewloperera Fstabishment ar Farg
Halstead in Kent.

Twa thirds of the site (have baen declared] to Andent
Monument of important industrial heritage.........

Price vo closisre the see was sureved by the Boval Commission
of Hisroate Buildings fn Eriglind {now a pary of English Hertrage)
who declanx] meo hirds of twe dee o be an Anclent Monumient
of important indusrizl hefage wirh 21 lsed boildings s well as
an wes designated as a Stte of Spocial Sdenelfic Interest. Due
partly o Iocal pressure, owmership was vosted Inoa chanable
st chargexd with malmaining the site In perpetaey This was
todbowed by the estsbishment of a changsble Operating
Company w develop and nan ibe sice as 2 nagonal Inwerpoztive
centne and viliof sitractioa. Thanks o a Maold endowment of
L5M and a Hereage Lonery Grare of 845 the &rar phase of an
cagoing developenent was completed md the 2ee was formally
opened in May 200 by His Grace the Duke of Glouoeser,

Inwhar {s now 2 wrancuid parkland secing evending over 170
acres, Pailies rehude an eshibiton centre with Interaciine
dispdaes, a dnerma, specialis) exhibiions and a café. There = n
trmpresstre range of Victoaan gunpomeder butklings, oaer 200
waher budlfings and strucrunes and a canal syseem used for caely
trzemmal srarspart chan s @0 unlgque surviving compde of an



Staarn powssrsd Inosopoesting =il

imcernal indusdal canal sysremn The Mills also bad 2 neow
gauge rathway svstem and wock 15 carrenly In hard 0 recoeare a
partaf this wiih ortginal working looomotves. One of the koo,
g Wookex b catgnally came from the Woolwich Arsenal and &=
Idencical oo char used ar Walrham Abbey, This is currentdy being
revicvatied anc 15 on dsplay.

Encrnce o che site 13 throughs an okl moonded cocdie deving
srare and now coreain s the ioketing office, arentaton disphay
and shap Visioes are cthen direced o the main exbdidon
buihling, housed In what was the research caablishmene thoarg
The gronend flooe exhibrion decatls the hisory of the see trom
rhe cardy LTeh cerimury 1o closune in 1991 Upstais is 3 modern
locruere thearre femuring =n audicvisual presenason Adicent
tex (e exhulsicion are ke rao oldest belldings oo ste; & salopeose
roehing house and a migng house, Opposiee s Walon House; a
roneararey bullding used as sdminisracion offices when the
gever et nd parchosed che Mills m 1757

The "Incarporming Milk" {annding} of gunpowder were
ariginaly powered by water wheels bue, with expansion, thess
were repdaced inthe Lthooonmiry by steamepomazred mills, The
first of chese, the Group & mills were bude in FA57 bae i 1861 an
explastan & stroped the Inoorparating bivs whiihs were o
reblle. However, the Engine House and Baoller House remrain
angd baoeh have boen renovaned with the Boder House now haing
the visivors” cafe aned the Engine House balding a display of fire
aafiery and |arge wransport exhibics, This inchudes a savaged
powdar boar used o the carbr canal tanspon days and a narrow
gauge ratbyay engine. A further sertes of steam powerod
Incorporating mills were subseqozndy Bailt and these remain
oy, With ohe replacemenn of gurposeder by cordine from the
ond of the 19th conmry these bulldings were converiod m
cordiv: manufacdune ard then, whin the redearch establishment
was e up I 1945, furrher conversion Ine horawnes ook
place, During che necessary deconmaminarion exercize after
Closure It was discovered thar much of the originad under-floor
power erain machilrery froam the beam ergine oo the incarporaning
barrs was =il in place anid tn ane budding chis has boon wncowered
tex shorw the original shiaft and gesrng. This was a revelation oo
murgy of the scenss sho lad worked (0 these [ehoatones,

Features -

Only 2 sral] propontion of lskEngs Toee boen pat inouwe i@ il
fiest phiase of development although all Hseed buldings have
heen puac taco good repals, Fuomm dewlopmens and exbélzions
are being planmed oo buikl an what bas been achieved
sucoesafully s far

There Is an established herd of fallow and muntjac deer,
badgers, ofters and numerous bird life............Jand] the
kurgest herony In Essex...

Vismogs are free ro walk around the southe m half of the s thae
coneains most af the ofdginl sceam-posered gunpowder mlls
b in the Yich cennury, The nocthern wooded ‘willeeness’ anca
15 ser asicle as @ nature peserve, Thas §5 10 minimise diswrbence
o the abnamdars wildlife i thar area, There 15 an esrablished
heerd aif Balome deer, munipic deer, badpers, ocrers and normerous
Bird 12 ehat have eseablished thema@elves over thse years, L
parthular, the sire conains the Bbrgess hemoney in Bssex thar
mu= be undisturhed, espocialy in che nesting scason. Visiors
cane o the area by land eratn oiith 2 guided comenentarg OF
significant Interest on the tour 15 the hydraulic powered

Gun pomcder Press House within chie wooodkedd area. This unicue
wample has a2 surviving water wheel thar poseerad the hydeaulic
pump machinery separated from the press by @ large sanhfiTed
brick traverse,

Each year a programme of special evems rake plaoe, such as Tl
War re-cractmerits, Milicary vehicles Show, Steam Fair, vE Day
celebaatton arcd Guy Frwles expertence. These are stagel an the
ceniral meadow arer. Addinonal exhibdions on spectfic nopics
throusghaour the seazson me also seaged and thew have Incleded,
"The Bligs”, YW1 ard "Rockeery'

Thie Mills prosde =omething for everyoae from fanglies wantng
an enoyable dav owt i a peacelul seting wih much o menest
the younger generaton and thow with a mone acdemic and
tncdusz rizl archacological interest.

The Rewal Cunpowder Mills are al=o xn unbague educaional
resouEce, An exenaive and populsr programee of sohon] vses
takes place throughowt the vear with special acevites for
children, There 15 an exenshee oodleaton of archive manerisl
representing o significant resource for academic reseanch siih
maps, prpers, lewers, rechibed mreatises, plotures and
ilustrrions @valahle for study mogether wish 2 large colkecion of
rigue arrefics,

There 1s only a small number of permanene staff and the she
relses Preantly on valumtoer effort for B8 operation. Price o
opzning a Friends Assoclition was set up 10 aasist the company
ared was Largely made up of exomployoes who, with thelr
knowledge and experiise woere vitd in the plamaing stzge. The
Association bas since growm o inciude meny other inneresred
people and in additon o general volineening unde makes the
conception, planning, bubding and funding of special projeces
or sz,

Bedng an open-aly sie the visior season extends from Speing
uriil lare Aumumn and &= onby open oo the general publc ar
weekend s, Special group vishs can be accommodaned during the
week throughout dhe year and the becture cheatre and oiher
facdimes are available for meetings and oaparam cvens,

Tl avabyr bl 8o the Friveds Avscianion  Permber Pulr i o o ol ety
of rdw St co b oumd v sva Ryl onderse il som
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