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1662 there wasmore gunpowderbeing

made at Waltham Abbey “than in al

Englandbesides”. The River Lca had

made such developments possible -

providing watertransport for thesupply
of raw maerials, and the relatively safe distribution
of finished products. Via the Lea and the Thames,
gunpowder was carried by boats to the Royal Arsenal
at Woolwich, andthe great magazines at Purfleet.

Historically, most armaments production took

place in the south-east of England because the threat
was fromcontinental Europe. To the north-cast of
London the Waltham Abbeysite was admirably
placedand in 1787 it was taken intogovernment
ownership and given the title ‘Royal’,

OLD RIVER LEA

For saf ety reasonsthe production buildings were
spread far apart andthcleastriskyway of moving
items between them was by water. Thercfore, a
networkof canals was created, crossingthe area
and linkingwith threeancient main channels, which
alsoprovided water-power forthe gunpowder mills.
Ofthose three main channels, two already had a
significant past. The Old River Lea had been the
through-route for navigation, with a type of flash-lock
at what is now known s Newton's Pool. Thiscaused
the usual clashes betweenboatmen andmillers, as
a result of which the Cornmill Stream was improved
1o navigahle standard and a pound-lock built to drop
boats down to the old river. Not just any lock - the
first one in Britain with mitred gates at both cnds,
completed in 1576. Rioters destroyed itin 1592, and
itis thoughtthat no traceremains. In 1767 Smeaton
moved the Lea through-navigation tothe west - and
leit theold bypasscdchannels to form the outline of
thegunpowdermills’ waterways.

‘Me aftermath of the French Revolution led
Englandintoan almostcontinuous periodof warfare,
culminating n the battles against Napoleon. War
meant that bulk supplies of munitionswereneeded, so
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Royal Gunpowder Mills I

Remains of the gunpowder pross house. A
‘waterwheol created hydraulic pressure to work
the press. Tha operator could control it remotely.
from the pump house on the right

protected from harm by the central blas

“The peak of production during the
Napoleonic Wars was in 1813, when 250
men were employed, and the canals were
used by nine powder-boats, five barges, two
ballast-barges, and six punts”

‘many new buildings were added at Waltham Abbey,
andthe canal system wasenlarged considerably.
Charcoal - oneof gunpowdersthreecomponents -
was brought by boat from Fernhurstin Sussex, and
Faversham, Kent. Of the other two raw materials. fons
of saltpetre came uptherivers Thamesand Lea from
Bengal. Togetherwith sulphur theywere taken tothe

i buildings via the site’s canals
Damp gunpowder from Royal Navy ships was also
carried. to bedried in ste am-stoves.

By thistime the productionsystems had evolved
from south 10 north, with the finishedgunpowder
being stored in the. Grand Magazine. From there
it was loadcd onto spritsail barges which used the
Powdermill Cut toreach the Lee Navigation.

GRADUAL EXPANSION

Thepeak of productionduring the Napoleonic Wars
was in 1813, when 250 men were employed, and the
canals were used by nine powder-boats, five barges,
fwo ballast-barges, and six punts. But demand for
armamentsslumped with Napoleon's final def eat at
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Waterlon and by 1822 the workforce was only 34. However, various conflicts in
production of explosives was ofen
required. Morc canals were gradually added to the network, with waterways
on two levels linked by locks. Two cast-iron aqueducts carried one canal over
the Old River Lea, hoth marked with the Royal VR cipher, and the dates 1878-
9. A distinctive style of footbridge was built. They were a semi-circular shape
‘and made of an open grid of wrought iran. At each side were boot-scrapers
topreventgrit being rodden ontothebridgethat might all on topassing
Such
explosion during the grinding processes.

In1869 there were 15 covered boats on the system - varying in length
between 2ift and 30ft, and ft tins to 81t 6ins beam - used to carry dangerous
cargoes. Their barrel-shaped roofs were designed to stop explosive dust
settlingon them, and phosphor bronze nails and fittings were used to prevent
sparks. There werealso 16 open boats forgeneralerrands,carrying charcoal,
ber, stores, and acting s ferries.

VOLATILE CARGOES

By now the spritsail barges were carrying over 40,000 barrels of gunpowder
from the site every year. But evermore larger guns needed more efficient
explosives and soon nitroglycerin was added to the dangerous products at
Waltham Abbey. This required the on-site boats to carry acids and chemicals
- supplied. stored and moved in dark-grecn glass carboys, coveredin wicker.
However, nitroglyccrin s so volatile that even water transport was not smooth
enough; instead it was moved between processing buildings by gravity - slow-
flowingalongpipes and gutters.

Such volatility meant that nitroglycerine could not be safely used as an
armament. Instead, after 1890, it was mixed with other elements to form
cordite, a chillingly efficicnt explosive. As the products became more effective,
50 did the carrying ofthem on the canals. By now the boats on the internal
network had evolved into two types, both carvel-built in timber, double-ended
and capable ofholdinga 5-ton cargo.

‘The hoatmen pulled or poled their craft through a pretty, thickly wouded

incffectual. Seven men died - one was blown into a
canal, five of the others over the river to the Essex
marshes. Understandably, the failure of theblast

‘among the workforce.

Unhappily, that was not the only catastrophc on
thesite. In 1902 there was a similarcxplosion, and
twice in 1940 when the production pressurcs of World
War i resulted in the devastation of cordite mixi
houscs. But heavy workloads did not always resultin
mistakes. In1917 thehorrendons demandsof World
War I caused the workforce to be increased to an
all-time peak of 5,000 - the majority women working
shiftsto secure continuous production.

“The blast was heard 12 miles
away in Hyde Park, where
people thought it was a
gun-salute for the Queen”

INFILLING
Explosives ma wfacture ceasedin 1943, with
production switched to areas of Britain out ofthe reach
ofenemy bombers. Many ofthe canals were infilled in
the 1950s. but traces remai

. The timber piling oftheir
ingsstil retain any

bl

use nthe 19606 duringthe rescarchand development
of non-nuclearexplosivesof everylind. Newton's
Pool, the site ofthe I6th-century flash-lock, nowsaw
flashesofanotherkind whenit was used to test the
underwater effectiveness of new explosives - the
resultso fwhich were recorded byhigh-speed cameras

stry of Defencchas

Jay-puddle. The canal

landscape. s available they w hoursonly,  capableaf1,200,000exposuresper secend.

as fewof the buildi Id have flames light. With ‘The final closure of the Waltham Abbey site was on
among thing fearful tosee; 30th June 1991. Sincethen the M

onlythe 1 hides,  carried out a decontaminationprogramme, including

teld down i copper nafls, and kept ot alth time 0 stop exploive dust * the remonalof dangerousmaterils fromthecinsls -

spreading Tl

50 that the dustcould be seenand clearcd up. sy survivesparilyas open waicrways, any ss

TRAGEDIES and lost. But Ihe 0ld River Lea suII flowsthrough the

Boat crews were never hurried - it was policy that no one on the site was ‘which has been largely

pushed to doa certain amount of work in a day. People under pressure make  the outsi over most ofits hi

mistakes. Nevertheless, at times ofwar when production targets were high
there were tragedies at Waltham Abbey's Royal Gunpowder Mills. On 7th
May 1894 one building exploded. The design of the area, and the blast-walls,
should have contained the damage - but they did not. Three other h
also containing explosives, were completely destroyed. The blast was heard

12 miles away in Hyde Park, where people thought it was a gun-salute for the
Queen. The trees were supposed to help contain a blast but they proved totally

5.

Yois now open

forpublicvisits andeducationalevents.

Book into IWA's Festival of Water at the Lee Valle:
Showground nex door tothe Gunpowder Millsand

visit the site before er after the lestival.

waterways.ongukfestivalofiater
royalgunpowdermills.com




It’s set to be a busy summer for IWA’s Lee &
Stort Branch, with two festivals and a carnival
cruise among events lined up over the coming
months. Waterways meets its new chairman,

MIKE NEWMAN, to find out more e
working closely

t's impossi ble o talk a bout the Lee & Stort these days without mentioning Lﬂ"d;i“;m:
theelephantinthe room: London. Although the branch covers anarea Ao e
northof the M25, the challenges faced by waterways congestion in Vision for

the capital can't help butimpact further along the network too. Mike Lopdons el

Newman. who only took over as chair in March, says the Lee & Stort's
positionas samethingof anoutlieronthe systemhas only been exacer bated
by this. Its sole connection with other waterways is through the city. and so
the increase of boaters and subscquent logjam at services and moorings s,
essentially, slowly cutting it off

“A lot of memhers now base themselves elsewhere as a consequence of
this,” Mike states matter-of-factly. “Of course, it's not theonly reason, b
does affect where memhers choose toleave their boats. Many are now retired
and sonotconstrainedto weekend-only useof their boat. It's no greatshakes
if they have to travel elsewhere to pick up their boat.”

CRUISING FRUSTRATIONS

As anarrow boat owner himself (he joincdthe branch shortly after buy ing
onein 2010, following early retirement), Mikehas a lot of sy mpathy for

the prohlems overcrowding is posing. Although readily admittingthe

issues facing his patcharen't half as bad asather London branches, he is
nevertheless worried aboutthc impact it is having on boating the Lee 6 Stort.
“To iteasy,” he quips. “Normally th,
craft can accommodate longer journey s, so we just have to grit our teethand
get through London. But for branch members who own cruisers, there’s no
casy answer. Typically they tend to boat cluser to home, but nearly all visitor
moorings arecurrently occupied. As a result, hoatcluh outings aregetting
harderand harder toorganise. You just can't guarantee there'll be adequate
spaceto tie up. Fortunately the Canal & River Trusthas been very helpful
making arrangements locally (o free up mooring space. but it does remove
thespontaneity of cruisingelu birips.”
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Serene cruising on
the River Lea,

Inanattemptto find solutions to the problem, the branch is committed
t0.amore active role in IWA's London Region, which covers seven branches
in and around the capital. Recently it launched s Vision for London, an

port evaluating the facedby the
wsers of the city srivers and canals. It willbe used as  sort of manifesta over
the coming years, applying pressure to create more affordable permanent
‘mooring sites. so-called ‘ommunity moorings’, andpre-bookablevisitor
moorings, cspecially onsections of thetowpath thatarenot currently
available forthem. In con junction with this, extra rangers andincreased
enforcement are being advocated to help stop overstay ing, while providing
better facilities is also a priority issue (see more on page 16).

WARE BOAT FESTIVAL

Lee & Stort Branch

nLock

Thosewhomake the journey, hewever, wil lbe
amply rewarded when they reach the branch's waters.
“The Stort is a beautiful navigation.” s
lined, very ruraland charmingly meanderingriver. I’
ajoy to travelon. The Leatoo, for mostofits journey to
Londonis through a regional park, which provides a
greencorridor almost intotheheartofthe city. Its only
really when you get bey ond Tottenham that you meet
an urban environment. Itsabsolutely extrasrdinary
that you can getso far into Londonand still be

We hope visitorsseize the opportunity to come and

Despite these challenges. the branchstill finds p lebrate locally, not
leastits enduringly popularboat festivalin Ware, onthe River Lea, sverthe first
weekend of July. One ofthe most the network, it typi cally
60and isrun in conj Ware Town
Council's "Ware Week, i i i arnival and

music festival.

With the river running right through the centre of the town, visitingboaters

are guaraniced 1 be i the heart of the action. The format ispretty much the
Kickingoff witha evening.

Saturday, meanwhile, comprises a themed boat paradr Iullcnmd byaboat-

DATES FOR THE DIARY

STORTFORD CARNIVAL CRUISE
14th-16th June
Bishop's Stortford Town Council welcomes boaters
to Carnival Day on 15th June. To bosk y our
mooring email stortfordmooring@gmail.com or

h 654

But
quiz lorboalers. which akes placeina localrall --o»er = yearsithas become

Tiust p tomy CraigHsslam for that
ofatleast 15 years, h y goodat
events. An awful lot ofthe attracton of that evening stemmed from the way he
y weeks itself.” Despite
Craig remains thefestival'sdedicate
quizmaster.
Before Ware, there's plorethe branch

Stort. a5 part of Bishop's Stortford Carnival Paradcand Fun Day in June. Although
onamuch smaller scalethan the Lea gathering (an averageof 13-14 boats), and
withoutany boater-specificactivities, watcrborne visitorscan nevertheless
imbibe the

Pl

WARE BOAT FESTIVAL
Sth-7th July
‘Ware Boat Festival, onthe River Lea in Ware, is a
weekend of funand frolicson, inand around the
river and town. The theme for 2019 is ‘space’. Entry
price is £30.

Find outmore at waterways.org.uk/lecandstort/
ware_boat festival.

FESTIVAL OF WATER
24th-26h August
Boat, trader bookingforms arenow

AUGUST EXTRAVAGANZA
Tinally to TWA's Festival of Watcr, which is back at Waltham Abbey on the Lee
Navigation in Augustforthe lirst time since 2000. As always, a turnout ofaround

available for this year's IWA Festivalof Water at
Waltham Abbey on the .ee Navigation.
Theeventoffers a weekend of fun for boaters,
campers andall wholove spering time by the
water, and an

120 boats is of foot visitors.
festival-goers thata warm welcome teed, although b des that illuminated h
passage thanrecent
ofthe London mooringissues. Organiscrshave negotiated priority forfestival- more of a swing.
dsting CRTp i London
for Is). Plus there's alway s the

procession on the Sunday. An
onsite bar will make your weekend gowith even

Findout more at waterways.org.uk/

option of taking the Thames route. However, while Mike agrees going upstrcam
from Limehouse can be “great fun”, going downstream *is more challengingand
requirescarefultiming. It's not something we'd advocate without a good deal of
priorthought.”
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FIND OUT MORE

waterways.orguk/l
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