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FUTURE OF GRETNA· AND vVALTIIAM 
ABBEY. 

CONSTITUTION OFCOMMI'I'TEK 

The Ministry of Munitions appointed a Committee in February, 1919, to consider 
the future of Gretna and Waltham Abbey, constituted as follows :-

/ 
Sir EDWARD K PEARSON, J·.P ., Chairman. 
Brigadier-General W. ALEXANDER, D.S.O., C.M.G., C.B. } Minist1'Y of 
Sir PHILIP HENIUQUES, K.B.E. Munitions. 
Sir WILLIAl\[ PEARCg, M.P. 
Mr. E. H. MAmnm, Board of l'mde. 
Colonel COEE, O.B.E., Lands Directorate (representing Sir Howard Frank). 
Dr. H. E. WATTS, Secretary. 

SUMMARY OF CONCLUSIONS. 

The Committee (with the exception of one member) reached the following conclusio~s 
in June, 1919 :-

(I) There was no valid reason why both Gretna and Waltham Abb~y should be kept 
as Explosives Factories. 

(2) Waltham Abbey alone had not the capacity to deal with the possible war require
ments, and the Committee fel1; strongly, in view of the demands during the late war, that 
it was wiser to over-estimate than to under-estimate when considering the question of 
Cordite Factories. They also felt that the National Factories should, as far as possible, 
be self-contained. 

(3) Gretna, being a modern and up-to-date factory, should, therefore, be kept in 
preference to the older factory, viz., Waltham Abbey. 

(4) Gretna, in the opinion of the Committee, was in a position to manufacture cordite 
cheaper than it could be made at Waltham Abbey. It also had its own Oleum Plant- ' 
Glycerine Distillery-Ether Plant and Solvent Recovery Plant. 

(5) The Committee recommended that the Presses for Rifle Cordite now at Waltham 
Abbey should be transferred to Gretna, where they could be readily installed. The cost 
of this transfer should not be heavy, and it was very desirable to concentrate at one 
factory. 

(6) The Committee also recommended that the Plant at Waltham Abbey for Black 
Powder, and Picric Powder, should be' transferred to either Gretna or some other 
Government Factory, so that Waltham Abbey could be entirely shut down as an explosives ' 
manufacturing centre. 

(7) The Committee recommended if possible that a part of Gretna Ether Plant should 
be used for other purposes than the Factory requirements; e.g., t.he conversion of Alcohol 
to Ether and the treatment of the Ether Alcohol recovered. 

In the opinion of the Cohllnittee it was well worth while the Government considering, 
in view of the many industries in the country requiring solvents, the production of a supply 
of cheap duty-free alcohol and ether, which would give a great incentive to all industries 
of this nature. Being centralised it could be worked economically, and, furthermore, __ 
would be under close Government control. 

The Committee were advised that Methyl-alcohol of a high grade suitable for the dye 
industry could be manufactured with slight modifications to the existing plant':"'·.lt was 
reeollpnended, therefore, that a small grant should be at once made for the necessary 
alteration, so that experiments on a commercial scale could be undertaken immediate .~. 
with the large stock of Methyl Alcohol in this country to Government accolUlt. 

The above recommendations, if carried out, .would not compete with any existing 
trade, but would be of the greatest assistance in helping existing industries. 

(8) The Committee recommended that certain of the Government lands outside the 
Gretna Factory fences, which could not be utilised conveniently for industrial purposes; 
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should be handed over for small holdings. It was desirable, however, that a small area 
of land suitable for buildings in proximity to the townships should be retained for possible 
future extensions. 

(9) The Committee considered that the Gretna and Eastriggs Townships, which at 
present are Government Townships, and are controlled by the factory, should, at an 
early date, be completely severed from the factory, and be run by some local authority. 
The schools, for instance, should be handed over to the Scottish Education Authority 
on some agreed terms. The cost of the Townships would, in these circumstances, cease 
to he a direct charge against the cost of production. 

(10) Except as a Government Cordite Factory the Committee saw no useful purpose 
I to which Gretna could be put, and, considering that it was a modern up-to-date Cordite 
Factory, ,vhich has cost a large sum to erect and is in excellent state of maintenance, it 
would be criminal to scrap it. " 

The Committee considered, however, that every encouragement should be given to 
induce industries to start up in the neighbourhood. This co'uld be done by the Govern
ment offering cheap power and water, and also facilities over the factory railways. These 
facilities would not, in the opinion of the Committee, in any way be detrimental to the 
factory work; in fact, the reverse should be thc case as they should help the factory 
overhead costs. 

(11) As some of the warehouses and stores at Gretna would not be required to the full 
capacity, it would be possible for certain Government stocks to be stored here, and, in 
view of the railway facilities and means of handling the stores, the costs should be 
moderate; 

(12) Waltham Abbey.-The Committee very much regretted that they had to recom
mend that this factory should be shut down as an Explosives Factory. They especially 
regretted having to make this recommendation in' view of the great service the factory 
had been to the Nation in the past. On the other hand, having regard to the possible 
future requirements, and also to the fact that Gretna was a more suitable and economic 
factory, they could not do otherwise. They recommended that, as far as possible, the 
workmen who had served for a long time at Walthn.m Abbey should, if they desired, be 
transferred to Grctna u,t the expcnse of thc Governmcnt, and that the Govcmment should 
be prepared to b1lY, at a fair valuation, the houses that the Waltham-Abbey men who 
leave the district may own. 

Gcncrally they saw no useful plll'pose to which t ll c factory coulJ be P1lt. Its general 
lay-out is inconvenient, the land at the northern end, cut up as it is by waterways, is of 
little or no value either as factory sites or for agricultural purposes. The land at the 
southern end should have some value, and it was suggested that part of it, or some of the 
buildings, might be of use to Enfield Small Arms Factory for storage purposes. 

MINORITY REPORT. 

In a Min<;>rity Report, Sir William Pearce regretted his inability to sign the mam 
Report, because in his opinion recent circumstances had made obsolete the terms of refer
ence upon which it was based. 

In his view, the Chancellor of the Exchequer's forecast of military expenditure in 
the near future left no possible place for a permanent factory like Gretna with its lmge 
lay-out. As a result of the war, the Admiralty ~ow possessed their own factory, 
sufficicmt for all Naval requirements. A large stocleof Cordite also remained, and there 
was a hrge over-production in the United Kingdom of both Oleum and Glycerine. If, 
there£ore, ~my Government factory would be required by the -V"ar Office, it was certainly 
only a case for a small output- Waltham Abbey rather than Gretna. . 

'. , ,/," ,The main RepOlt ignored the enormous capital cost of Gretna, appl'oa,ching £150 
\,' ~ .. " for ever:1'ton of Cordite yet produced. He submitted, however, it was wiser to cut th is 

• , loss once and for all than to continue a huge factory in a locality with inherent disad-
i~/ vantugcs, which factory only a world-war called into existence, and only the probability 

of a future world-war could justify its retention. 

l'riuh'(l uud ur tho !l1lt-hUl'ity of lflS ~fAJKS'l'Y':-j ::iTA'HON IWY OFFlC~, by Hnl'l'iwll find SOllS, Printe),s ill Ordinary ~o 
Hi s ~fllj es l 'YJ RI.. ~ rHrt, ill' 1S Lane, 'Y.C. 2. 
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Waltham Abbey and Gretna 

I read with interest the article by Les Tucker on the Waltham Abbey and Gretna 
production plants. Les was quite right about the massive opposition to the planned 
closure ofWaltham Abbey in 1919; given that it had employed about 5000 people at 
the height ofWW1, this would have had an enormous impact on the town and the 
surrounding area. But I believe that there was more to it than just local and Trade 
Union opposition to the proposal. The Committee which was formed in February 
1919 reported in June that year, stating that Waltham Abbey alone had not the 
capacity to deal with the possible war requirements and that it was wiser to over
estimate rather than under-estimate when considering the question of Cordite 
Factories, hence to keep Gretna rather than Waltham Abbey. There was, however, a 
minority report by_one of the committee members, Sir Edward Pearce. He regretted 
that he was unable to sign up to the report on the grounds that the then Chancellor of 
the Exchequer's forecast of military expenditure left no possible place for a 
permanent factory like Gretna, also that the Navy now possessed their own factory 
(Holton Heath), sufficient for all Naval requirements. He submitted that it was better 
to cut the loss of Gretna once and for all, since only the possibility of a future World 
War could justify its retention. Well, twenty-twenty hindsight is a marvellous thing, 
for by 1039 the UK production capacity dwarfed the combined Waltham Abbey/ 
Gretna production capability, and the rest, as they say, is history. I attach for interest 
the Summary of Conclusions of the Committee, which includes this minority report. I 
suspect that it was the filibuster by Sir Edward Pearce as much as anything which put 
the majority recommendation into the long grass. 

GEOFF HOOPER 



Fu'rURE OF G-RE~eNA· AND vVALTIIAM 
ABB:ruy. 

CONSTITUTION Oli'COMMITTEE. 

1'l1C Ministry of Munitions appointed !.1 8oll1l11ittee in February, 1919, to consider 
the future of Gretna and \Valthn.m Abbey, constituted as follows:-

Sir EDWARD K PEAI~SON, J ·.P., Ohm:nnan. 
Briga.dier-General W. ALgXANDER, D.S.O., C.M.G., 0.13. } Ministry of 
Sir PRILH' IIENRIQUES, K.13.E. Munitions. 
Sir WILLIAM PEARCJ<:, l\LP. 
ll'fr. E. H. MAP-KER, Board of Trade. 
Colonel Conn, O.B.E., Lands D£rect(Yrate (-representing Si?· HoU'u.-rd F·rank). 
Dr. H. E. WATTS, Secretary. 

SUMMAHY OF CONOLUSIONS. 

The Committee (with the exception of onc member) reached the following conclusio'i:!.s 
in June, 1919 :-

(1) There was no valid reason why both Gretna and Waltham Abb~y should be kept 
as Explosives Factories. . 

(2) Waltham Abbey alone had not the capacity to deal with the possible war require
ments, and the Committee felt strongly, in view of the demands during the late war, that 
it ,vas wiser to over-estimate than to under:estimate when considering the question of 
Cordite Factories . . They also felt that the National Factories should, as far as possible, 
be self-contained. 

(3) Gretna, being a mocle~n and up-to-date factory, should, therefore, be kept in 
preference to the older factory, viz., \Valtham Abbey. 

(4) Gretna, in the opinion of the Committee, \yas in a position to manufacture cordite 
cheaper than it could be made at vValtham Abbey. It also had its own Oleum Plant
Glycerine Distillery-Ether Plant and Solvent Hecovcry Plant. 

(5) The Committee recommended tlw,t the Presses for Rifle Cordite now at Waltham 
Abbey should be transferred to Gretna, where they could be readily installed. The cost 
of this transfer should not be heavy, and it wa~ very desirable to concentrate at one 
factory. 

(6) The Committee also recommended that the Pla.nt at \Valtham Abbey for Black 
Powder, and Picric Powder, should be ' transferred to either Gretna or some other 
Government Fa.ctory, so that Wa.ltham Abbey could be entirely shut down as an eA1Jlosives . 
manufll.cturing centre. . . 

(7) The Committee recommended if possible that a part of Gretna J.i;ther Plant should 
be used for other purposes than the Factory requirements; e.g., the conversion of Alcohol 
to Ether and the treatment of the Ether Alcohol recovered. 

In the opinion of the Committee it was well wolt.h while the Government considering, 
in view of the many industries in the countr)T requiring solvents, the production of a supply 
of cheap duty-free alcohol and etheJ:, which would give a great incentive to all industries 
of this nature. Being centralised it could be worked economically, and, furthermore,_. 
would be under close Government control. 

The Committee were advised that Methyl-a.lcohol of a lligh grade suitable for the dye 
industry could be manufactured with slight modifications to the existing pla,ni:-· . . lt was 
recorq.mended, therefore, that; a small wo.nt ::;hould be at once made for the necessary 
alteration, so that experiments on a commercial scale could be undertaken immediatel 
with the Jarge s(;ock of Methyl Alcohol in t,hiR country to Government account. 

The above recommendations, if carried out, would not compete with any existing 
trade, but would be of the greatest assistance in 'helping existing industries. 

(8) The Committee recommended that certain of the Government lands outside the 
Gretna Factory fences, which could not be utilised conveniently for industrial purposes; 
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should be handed over for I'lmall holdings. It was desirable, however, that a small area 
of land suitable for buildings in proximity to the townships should be retained for possible 
future extensions. 

(9) The Committee considered that the Gretna aml .Eastriggs Townships, which at 
present are Government Townships, and are c:ontrolled by the factory, should, at an 
early date, be completely severed from the factory, and be run by some local authority. 
The schools, for instance, should be handed over to the Scottish Education Authority 
on some agreed terms. The cost of t he Townships would, in these circumstances, cease 
to he a direct charge against the cost of production. 

LlO) Except as a Govcrnment Cordite Factory the Committee saw no useful purpose 
' to which Gretna could be put, and, considering that it was a modern up-to-date Cordite 
Factory, ""hich has cost ;1 large sum to erect and is in excellent state of maintenance, it 
would be criminal to scmp it. . . 

The Committee considered, however, that every encouragement should be given to 
induce industries t,o start up in the neighbourhood. This co'uld be done by the Govern
ment offering cheap power and water, and also facilities over the factory railways. rrhese 
fa:cilities would not, in the opinion of the Committee, in a,ny way be detrimental to the 
factory work; in fact, the reverse should be the case as they should help the factory 
overhead costs. 

(ll) As some of the warehouses and stores at Gretna would not be required to the full 
capacity, it would be possible for certain Government stocks to be stored here, and, in 
view of the railway facilities and means of handling the stores, the costs should be 
moderat-e; 

(12) Waltham Abbey:-The Committee very much regretted that they had to recom
mend that this factory should be shut down as an Explosives Factory. They especially 
regretted having to make this recommendation in' view of the great service the factory 
had been to the Nation in the past. On the other hand, having regard to the possible 
future requirements , and also to the fact that Gretna was a more suitable and economic 
factory, they could llOt do otherwise. They recommended that, as far as possible, t.he 
workmen who had served for a long time at Waltham Abbey should, if they desired, be 
transferred to Gretna at the e:1l.'-pense of the Government, and. t.hat the Government should 
be prepared to huy, at a fair valuation, the houses that ~he VValtllan1-Abbey men who 
leave the distl'ict may own. . 

Generally they saw no useful purpose to which the factory could be put. Its general 
lay-out is inconvenient, the land at the nortllern end , cut up as it is by watenvays, is of 
little or no value either as factory sites or for agricultural purposes. The land at the 
southern end should have some value, and it wu,s suggested that part of it, or some of the 
buildings, might be of use to Enfield Small Arms Factory for storage purposes. 

:MINORITY REPORT. 

In a MinQrity Report, Sir William Pearce regretted his inability to sign the mam 
Report, because in his opinion recent circumstances had made obsolete the terms of refer
ence upon which it was based. 

In his view, the Chancellor of t.he Bxcheql1er's forecast of military expenditure in 
the near future left no possible place for a permanent factory like Gretna with its huge 
by-out. As a result of thc W<1r, the Admiralty ~lOW posHeHseu their own factory, 
suffici(!ut. for all Naval requirements. A large stock 'of Cordite also remained, and there 

. was ~. l~~fge over-productioll in t.he United Kingdom of both Oleum and Glycerine. H, 
~. ' heref~~~ny Governmcnt flwtory w()ul(11)c rccluirec1 hy the JNar Olli<:e, it was certainly 
¥~.~ uy U. '~?!$~ ' for a flmall output--Waltham AbLey rather than Gretna. 
W',. ~_ .. Tll~'~ain Report ignored the enormous capital cost of Gretna, approaching £150' 
i$fQ1 ,everr =ton of Cordite yet produced. He submitted, however, it was wiser to cut this 
~loss once and for all than to continue a huge factory in a locality with inherent disad-

vant!Lgcs, which factory only a world-war called. into existence, and only t he probability 
of a future world-wa,r could justify its retention. . 

l'rint('u ullder tho authority of HIS -.MA"BST:k"'~ . :~h.\:nONtmY OFPIC£, by 113,rrif.{)n n.nd SOfl13, :J?riutcl's in Ordinary ~o 
.ffi . l'IfRjC.ty. St, ilfllrtin's J~ nne. W.C. ~. 



TouchpaperTouchpaperTouchpaperTouchpaper    
The Newsletter of the Royal Gunpowder The Newsletter of the Royal Gunpowder The Newsletter of the Royal Gunpowder The Newsletter of the Royal Gunpowder 

Mills Friend’s AssociationMills Friend’s AssociationMills Friend’s AssociationMills Friend’s Association    

April 2010April 2010April 2010April 2010    



Waltham Abbey and Gretna 
I read with interest the article by Les Tucker on the Waltham Abbey and 
Gretna production plants. Les was quite right about the massive 
opposition to the planned closure of Waltham Abbey in 1919; given that it 
had employed about 5000 people at the height of WW1, this would have 
had an enormous impact on the town and the surrounding area. But I 
believe that there was more to it than just local and Trade Union 
opposition to the proposal.  
 

The Committee that was formed in February 1919 reported in June that 
year, stating that Waltham Abbey alone had not the capacity to deal with 
the possible war requirements and that it was wiser to over-estimate 
rather than under-estimate when considering the question of Cordite 
Factories, hence to keep Gretna rather than Waltham Abbey.  
 

There was, however, a minority report by one of the committee members, 
Sir Edward Pearce. He regretted that he was unable to sign up to the 
report on the grounds that the then Chancellor of the Exchequer’s 
forecast of military expenditure left no possible place for a permanent 
factory like Gretna, also that the Navy now possessed their own factory 
(Holton Heath), sufficient for all Naval requirements. He submitted that it 
was better to cut the loss of Gretna once and for all, since only the 
possibility of a future World War could justify its retention.  
 

Well, twenty-twenty hindsight is a marvellous thing, for by 1939 the UK 
production capacity dwarfed the combined Waltham Abbey /  Gretna 
production capability, and the rest, as they say, is history. I attach for 
interest the Summary of Conclusions of the Committee, which includes 
this minority report. I suspect that it was the filibuster by Sir Edward 
Pearce as much as anything which put the majority recommendation into 
the long grass. 
 

From Geoff Hooper 

Letters to Touchpaper 
Inspired or irritated? Social or technical memories? Whatever 

it is, we want to hear about it, so write or email—our address 

is on page 1. 
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In the months preceding the ‘privatisation’ of the Royal Ordnance 

Factories (ROFs) in the early 1980s there was a good deal of local 

canvassing at Waltham Abbey with a view to establishing a useful 

role for the site in the New Regime. The Propellant and Explosives 

Branches at Waltham Abbey (WA) had provided research, 

development and general ‘trouble-shooting’ support for the ROF's 

for many years and, because of this, those parts of the 

Establishment had been assigned to become part of the new 

Royal Ordnance. 

In pursuance of this objective, a get-

together was arranged at WA to 

present the relevant Directors and 

other luminaries associated with the 

ROFs  wi th  a v iew of  WA’s 

capabilities and to insinuate the idea 

into their minds that it would be in their 

interests for WA to become the Centre 

for Research in propellants and 

explosives for Royal Ordnance. 
 

Because of the distances some of 

the visitors had to travel, the meeting 

was scheduled for the afternoon. A 

sumptuous buffet had been set up in a 

‘demonstration room’ prior to the 

meeting. 
 

However, as the meeting was to be 

conducted ‘on site’ and in an 

'explosives area' there were no 

alcoholic beverages to be had. 

 

There’s no criticism of the ROF 

contingent in recognising that they felt 

the need of a strong libation after their 

long journeys – I would have felt 

similarly – and so, upon their arrival, 

they arranged to be transported to a 

local hostelry. An hour or so 

later (nearer two, actually!) they 

arrived back to tuck into the spread 

that had been prepared for them. 

During their absence, imbibing the 

products of grain and the grape, 

someone inserted a plate of dog 

biscuits (Bonios – of an unmistakable 

‘bone shape’ and a variety of colours) 

into the fare laid out on the trestles. 

I ’ve  a lways 

thought that it 

was my 2IC at 

the time, a 

fellow endowed 

with a very 

active and, on 

o c c a s i o n s , 

m i s c h i e v o u s 

sense of humour, who was responsible 

but he has always strenuously denied 

it. On the occasions when the matter 

has been raised (socially) he’s 

accused me (!) of all people of being 

the perpetrator. What a cheek – I 

didn’t, honest! 

 

The outcome was, however, most 

entertaining. Only one or two of 

the Bonios remained on the plate (my 

2IC must have had some idea of how 

many biscuits there were on the plate 

to start with to remark on this….!). One 

has to conclude that the visitors had 

been so inebriated that they’d 

consumed the dog biscuits without 

noticing it……….. 

 The Lunch by Jim Burgess 
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