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Still Nothing New Under The Sun
Those familiar with the batch manufacture of nitroglycerine will recognise 
what I mean when I mention the “NG Stool.” Batch nitration consisted of 
spraying glycerol into a large vat of nitrating acid while stirring and cooling. 
The temperature had to be closely monitored and if it rose above a predeter-
mined level the batch was ‘drowned’ by dumping into a large tank of water 
underneath.
Watching the thermometer for 8 hours a day was rather soporific and in the 
early days there was a tendency to ‘nod off’. Since this could lead to a danger-
ous event the operator was 
provided with a one-legged 
stool. If he ‘nodded-off’ he 
‘fell-off’. 
When Alfred Nobel started 
his factory at Ardeer in 
Scotland in the 1880s the 
“NG stool’ was installed 
and ever since then it has 
tacitly implied that it was 
their idea. However, in my 
researches into gunpowder 
for a paper, given at the 
centenary commemora-
tion of Nobel’s death, I 
discovered that the concept 
is 2-3 hundred years older. 
Before charcoal burning 
was mechanised the burner 
would make a wigwam of 
wood, cover it with clods 
of turf and set light to it. If 
fire broke through the wood 
would burn rather than char. To keep an eye on the process the burner would 
set a log vertically in the ground to sit on. If he ‘nodded-off’ he ‘fell-off’. So 
much for new ideas!
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A Tale in Three Parts
PART 1. I won’t say that there was a black market (or even grey) market in 
Waltham Abbey but George Smith, one of the seniors in the Main Lab, who also 
had a sweetshop in Farm Hill Road, could obtain things that were otherwise 
difficult. After VE Day when things were marginally easier I fancied a goose 
for Christmas. Early in the year I approached George to see if one of his farmer 
friends would run a couple of goslings for me. “Right Oh boy” (everyone under 
30 was a boy to George) and there the matter rested until just before Christmas 
Eve. “I’ll be bringing your geese in tomorrow” was the message from George 
and I made preliminary arrangements. The next morning arrived but instead 
of two nicely plucked, oven-ready geese they were just as they had been ‘on 
the hoof’ except that they were now dead.

PART 2. It had been decide to build a mono-propellant facility and by their 
nature they are potential explosives and an explosion in a motor might transfer 
to the header tank. A ‘detonation trap’ was required for the fuel line and I was 
given the job. Up at the top end of North Site was a large black wooden hut 
adjacent to a brick splinter proof shelter. One was an ideal workshop and the 
other suitable as a bomb proof. I had working with me a lab worker who was a 
butcher by trade and to whom I explained my problem, “Easy, we’ll go to the 
black hut at lunchtime and I’ll see to them. Thus, armed with sharp knife and 
ball of string (and the geese) we hied off to the top end. My advice to anyone 
contemplating plucking a goose is the same as Mr Punch’s on marriage - don’t 
The butcher worked with amazing speed and very soon, the geese looking 
very presentable, we set about cleaning up. Unfortunately the only places we 
couldn’t reach were the roof trusses and for long after that - certainly until I 
left the Group - whenever we put on a demonstration, goose down would float 
down from the roof. When questioned I would point to the ventilation louvres 
and blame the pigeons. No one seemed to spot the difference between goose 
down and pigeon feathers.

PART 3. And the ‘detonation trap’? A few weeks after it had been installed I 
was transferred to another Section - to run the mono-propellant proof stand.

(P.S. The goose was lovely)
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