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B
Yl66:llhere,,'asmore gUI1PO""<l�rbeing 
m�t.!e al Walthom Abl.M:y "than in all 
Englandb�sides". TheRivcrl�lIhlld 
made such de>'dopmcnlS possible­
pro"iding W&lfrlranSfXI,"tfor thesul'ply 

nfr8"'m81�rials.anrl the rela\i,ely sare di�lribUlion 
.,rrmished prodncts. Via the l.ea and thc'fllam ..... 
gunpowd,..r wall carried by h nnts (0 the Royal Arscnal 
lit Woolwich,andth"grcol magazines at PurflceI. 

HislOrically.moSllIl'maments prO<iuC1ion look 
place in lhc soulh'C8S1 of EnJiland bccausc the thrt'1I1 
wllsfrolllcuntinenlalEuropc."]olhe north-<'lIst nf 
l.olldoll the Wahhnm Abbey �ile was admilllbly 
pJacedanrl In 171)7 it was taken intog<:lvcrnnuml 
ownership and given th .. 'itlc 'Royal'. 

OLD RIVER LEA 

ForSJ)fctyrcasonslhe produclionooildingH"'Crc 
sprelldfar aparl andlhclcaglriskyway ofmoving 
items ber ... een Ihem W�" by Waler. Thcrdore,a 
n"I,,·orkofclln�l"wa"c .... a!rd.ct"Ofl5inglheurco 
and linkingw;lh IhreeoocicIII IIlllin channf'ls. which 
III�opro,·ided wDler.powerrorthe glJnpowdcrJnills. 
Oflh""" Ihrc<:: main charmels, lWO alr",ady had a 
signin"lI"r pasl.TheOlrl RiV("rl.eH had been Ihe 
through-roUle fnr nnvigalion.wlth a tylle offlash·lock 
al "'hm is now known as KewIOrl's Pool. 'Ihiscaused 
the usual tI�"hes betw�n boalmen and millers, os 
11 .... sult of"'hlch Ihe Cornmill Stream was improved 
10 navigahlc slandanJ and a pound-Iocktouill lo dmp 
boal�do"'n 10 Ihe old riv<,r. NOljuslllnylock -the 

ftrsl U'le in Dritain"'ilh Illitred gales al oolh ends. 
colOplelerlinl576.Riolers destroyMitinl.592.�nd 
it is Ihoughtlhal no Iraceremnlns. In J767Smealon 
moved the lea Ihrough-nav;i:/aliun tothe"'e/lI-and 
len Iheold bypnsscdchannels to form the outline of 
thegunpowdermills ·waterwnYli. 

"l"he aftermath of the r...,nch Re\"Olul;on lerl 
I:".nglalldintnan8ImO\ltcUll1inuous�riodofwarfll"", 
culminatingin the banles against Napol ...... n. War 
mCllnt thalbulksupplies ofmulliliunswereneedcd.80 

Summer 2019 

Royal Gunpowder Mills I 

"The peak of produclion during the 
Napoleonic Wars W(l$ in 1813, when 250 

men were employed, and the canals were 
used by nine powder-boats, jive barges, two 

ballast-barges, and six punts" 

many new buLldinlJs were added nl \\'allhalO Abbey. 
Imdth�cal1l1l syslemWl1senln�ed cu,,"iderably. 
Chart."oal-uneofJ!unP""'t.ler'�threecompol1enlll­
"oIIlIl;broughlhylJoatrrom.'ernhurlitinSu""""x,and 
FD\ .. rshllm, Kent Of the other two IllW maleri.aI"-lOn� 
ofsa!tpct.re campupthcri'"en<Thamesand

l
.cafrom 

BengalThgclherwilh sulphufrhf'ywcrctllkcn lothe 
variollsprodltctiun buildings "'a the r.it�·"t3nals. 
Damp gunl"' .. tler from Royal N�vy ships .... as olso 
carried.lDbcdriedln st�am·slDVeS. 

Rylhistim�theproduct;onsystcm�had""'olved 
from$(luthwllOrth,,,·ith thefinishedgunpo .. -der 
being stored in thr Grnnd Magatine. Fmm Ihcre 
il""lI-.ln8dcd onto sp,.;tsail bargcs .... hich u�\he 
PO\o·dcrmiUCuIIOfP.8ch thcLccNa,·igalion. 

GRADUAL EXPANSION 

Thepeak ufproducliondur;ng the-"�poleonlr.War8 
wa� in 18]3. when:l5O men were employ�d. and the 
can81�"'crc used by nine po .... dcr_bOOill, five barges, 
' .... ohnlJast·barge>r. and six pUIlIll. 8uI demand for 
armalllcntsslumpcd .... ithNllpoleon·sftnol dcfclll at 

IWAWalerway.131 



Waterloo and by 18:l2 Ihe workforce was only 34. Howe.·"r. V8rlOU� connl<:(;; in 

Brilain's WO"ing Empire meant Ihal bulk producljun of explu�ives was uften 

required. �Iore canals Were llrudulllly added 10 the n<'twurk, with "'3Ierwnys 

011 two lev.-ls link�d by locks. '1'1'00 casl-iron aqueducts c�rri<,d one cannl ","'er 
the Old IU"er i.ee.ix>lh marked with the Royal VR ciph .. r, and the dntNlI87I1_ 

9. A diHtinctlv<, st)'le nr footbridge w"s buih. They were " semi-circular shape 
IInd made oflln oren grid of "TOUgh I iron, AI each side ",ere boot·scrapers 

topreventgrit beinlltrod(kn ontuthcbridgethat might faUo()lupassing 
e><plosivesbOll1S.Such delrilu�ingunpowder'srawmatcrialsco()ld c8US"an 
e:<plosion during the grinding proct';;"." •. 

In 1869lhere wer(' 15 L"Ov<,r .. d boats On Ihe sy�tem - varying in length 
belween 21ft and 30fL and 5ft llins tn 8ft 6ins beam - used 10 carry dllngerous 
CIl��S. Their barrt!l-"hoped roofs were designed m stop ewlo"ive dusI 

settling On them, end phosphor bronzr n"ils anrl finings w .. re used to p"""l!nt 
sparks.There""'rcaisot6opcn boRtsrorgencralerranrls,earryiflg charconl, 
tirnit<::r, storc;;, and acting as fernes. 

VOLATILE CARGOES 

By no .. Ihe sprllmlil barg<'s were carrying OVer 40.000 barrels of l:,mptJI.ider 
from the site ev�ry year. But C\-'ermort! larg",r guns needed mnrc ciTrci"nl 
<,xplosive� and soon nitroglyc�rin was added 10 Ihe dangerous producls m 

Woltham Abbey. This required the on_�ite bonts to carry "cids ond rhe",ical. 
- "upplied. slOfl'd and moved in <lark·grcrn �Iass carboys, cov�rrd in wirkrr. 

However. nitroglyccril\ is SO wllatile thRt even watf'r Irnnspor1 was not smooth 
enough; ill5tearl it was mowd LeI .... Cen procesRing �ui1rlings by grn\�ty -slow. 
nowil\g�lrll\gpipes and guuers. 

Such \"olalility meant tbm nitruglyceriue e(mld nOI Le safely used as "n 
annament. Instead. after 18'lO. it wa.� mixed ,,'ilh ulher elemenls 10 form 
cordite, � chlHingly effiCient ,,"xplosive. As thp. products bl'Came mor(' "rreetlvr. 
80 did the eftrrying oflhem on Ihe e�nals. By no .. ' the bu�ll< on the internal 
n<:twork had evolyed into t .... o types, bOlh carvd·built in timber, double-ended 
and e"pable ofboldinga 5_toneu�o. 

The ix>almcn pullrd or polrd their cral'l through a prclly, thickly wo(ldcd 
landscape. Befn .... "'eelricily W>lS available Ihey worked daylighl hours only, 

as fcwof lite buildingseould have tlames lu provide artificial light. Wilh 
structures8preadthinly among400a('reSlhere"11� nothitlllfearful tosee; 

only Ihe kuuI<'ledge Ilml "ome buildings had nours CtJvered whir lealher bidell. 

held down .... illl copper noUs. and kepI muisl aU the lime 10 SlOp �plosive duSI 
spreading. Tho"" producinJ: �urdite and nitrol:iyeerine had noon; ofl"ad sheel. 
So that Ihe dusteould hi: tse�nund cleared up. 

TRAGEDIES 

Bo,,( crew" were nevrr humerl - il was policy Ihat nn Oue OD !h(" site "11-" 

pushed 10 do a !'ertaiu amount of work In a day. People under pressure Illak� 
ml�lakes. Nevet1heJess. at limes of,,'ar .... hen production larg�ls were hillh 

!he!"" were tt"dgedles ot Waltham Abbey'" !toy "I Gunpowder Cl.liJ1s. On 7th 

May 1894 on� buildinG exploded, Tbe design of Ihr area, and th� blast-walls. 
"huuld ha,'e rontained the damage - but Ihey did not. Thrc� other huildings. 
DIM <:onl"ining explosives, wer� pompletcly destroyed. nlC blo." ... ·as heurd 
12 miles "way in H}'de Park, where people though! it WIIS a gun-salutc for the 
Que"n. The Trees were supposed to help CtJn1ain " hlast but Ih"y proved totally 

mar.hes.Unden;tand"bly,lhefailure oftJtebIRst 
eontainment systeur causcd eonsiderable alarm 
"lIlong the workIorce. 

Unhappily, thHI"'"3.Sllot th� unlyeatastrophe on 
thesjl�. In 1'J()� there was It similarex"I""lon. and 
twice in l<J�O when the production pres.�urc. of World 
War 11 resulted in tb .. devuslation of rordite mixing_ 

hllu""". BUI heavy workloads did nOI always result in 
rnislakes.In 1917theborrendOlI.dcmandsofWurld 
Wllr I raused llle \·.orkforcp 1J,be increased to an 
all·time peak of 5,000 -thr majority WOlllen working 
shiftslu SeCUr('COltlinuOU8productiult. 

"The blast was heard 12 miles 
Q way in Hyde Park, where 

people thought it waR a 
gun-salute Jar the Queen" 

IN FILLING 

hplosivp.sJlmtlufact"�l".,,,sedln!943.wltb 
Vroductiolt .",iIChM lu �leas of Brilain OUI oflbe re�ch 

ofcncmy bombenJ. Many ofth", emmls .... ere infilled in 
the 19500<. but tme .... Tt'main. Th� limber pili"l(ofthcir 
banks catl be found. and the day-linings .Iill retain any 
dampnes ... with man,;h plunTS tJlri�ing. 

rhc remaining"lIlrn."ys "'err prrt lo non_navigabl .. 
usein lheI96O>;duringthe re!r",."hanrldrvelopmpnr 
ofnon·lludearexl)losi,-csofC""Y(·ryl<ind.Ncv.10n·S 
Pool.the sil .. oftlteI6th-c()!)\uryfla�h·lock,nowsa'" 
n .. shesofnnoth"rkinrl"henitWfts usedu'lC8ttlte 

und" ...... aler errectiw�u""s of n ..... ' explosives-Ihe 
resuilsofwhkh"-ere,e<:orded b y hlgh,speedramer ... ,, 

rllp"bl"ofL:lOO,OOOexposure�per.emnd 

The final d<.ll<urc of the Wulrham Abbey .lI", wa" nn 
3flThJutl(I9'l1.Sincethenlhe"tinistry nfDeff'ncchas 

rRrried()lJt"dccontamin>l\ionprogr�mme.including 
litet..,movlllofdangcrousmalrri"lsfromlitecanals-ll 
t<lSkdoncwilhorrrdanwginglhecJay·puddle.Tl>ecaual 
s�"'leJJJ"ur\'i\'C8parllyas open "l11<'rway •• pllr1IYal< 

Nlrlh .. urkfclllure:s."hlleothers have been luftlled 
and lost. Bul the Old Rj,'er lL'/I still no"sliJfI)ugh the 
.,.,ntre�ndtbc sjle,wbicltha6be(n largdydoscd to 
the nul"i& world ",-er mo�t ofirs hi:«ory. is now open 
J"orpuhlicvi;oitsllndcdueationalcwn\.<;. 

lkook tnro l\\''\s r "",mal "f\\ntrrutlhp1.r(' \uUey 
Showgroundmxld"or toth",(,unpo"d,r\trIlH"llrl 
�L"t Ihe "tl� IJt>forcut aftl"r lhe l�slt\aL 
w,,'t'�'lWIl!uk!J("'u�,lofwtH' r 
row'/gl(ll/X'u>t/eml!lls.mm 



cruise among events lined up over the coming 
months. Waterways meets its new chairman, 
MIKE NEWMAN. to find out more 

I
I'll imlX'�ibl� to talk about the Lee 6 Stort Ihese daY'! "'jlhout m�ntioning 

theelephant lnlhe room;London.Allhough 1hebf1lnc.hC:O�"p.rl!nnarca 

non,hof lheM25,lhe challt:ngesracedbywalc"'"!I�'!;COngcsnon in 
thc capital CIIn't help bUI impact furlhcr along the nelwork loo . Mikt: 

Newman, who only look over 88 chair in 1\I8n:h. S<l�S tile Lee 6 S1on'8 

posilionasRnmelhlngofanoutlieronth� systemhas onlybccn exarerbntcd 
by this. lts sole conllet:tion with other wlltc ... ·ays is through !he cily. a nd so 

the increru;e ofboulers and sllb�qu�m logjam al servk'es and mooring� is. 

�sentlully.slowlycutling it oft". 

�A 101 of mcmhcrs now base 1hemselves elsewhere as a consequence of 

this," Mike sla!t:s matler·of.far.tly.·orc.ou .... e. ifs 1'01 Iheonly reas un. but it 

doe� affe<:t whcr� m�mhcfSehoose 10 leave their boals. Many are now retired 
anrlsonoleonslraincdto weekt:nd·onlyuseof thcirbolll.Tfsno grt'atshakes 

if they have to tra,d t:!sewhere 10 pick up Ihcir boat." 

CRUISING FRUSTRATIONS 

A8 u narrowboHt o,,'ncr himsc1f{hejoincdthcbrnnch shorllyafterlmying 

0"ein2010,following carlyrPlirenlent),;\likeha�a lolofsympalhyfor 
thp.prflhl .. ms o .... rcf1lwding is posing.Allhough readilyadmitlingthc 

i"';UCR focing his pa1ch al't'n·l half as bad as nlherl.ondon bTllnchcs,h "is 

nevertheJess worried aboullhe impacl it is having on booting the Lc ellStor\. 

·To some eX1enl "'e narrowoolltcl'ti have il eas�: he quips. ·Normally these 

crnft ClllllICCollllllooate Jongerjourncys. so wejust h8VC 10grit our lee thand 

l:el thruughLondun.Dut forbranch mcmbcrs,,·ho o"'n cl'uisers,thcrc'SilO 

eas�ans"'er. TypIcally Ihcytcnd to boat closer!u hume. but nearly all \'I�ltor 

moorjng8I1rcc"rrcntJ�occ"picd.,\spresuh.hootcluhn"liDI:8I1regetllng 

hllrdCraDd harder toorg oni.c. VOllj1l8t caD·t guaroDt«there·1I b� ad�'1uatc 

'sparelo tiellp.rortunalcl�'hcCan81&RiverTrusthasbeen veryhclpflll 
making arrange'ncnts loclllly to free up moor;ngS)NlCC, but it  dOf', rcmo\"e 

thcspontaneityorcruisingclublrips." 

"" I lWAWmc ... ·ays 



In an anl!mpll0 fUld solulions lu th" problem. Ihe br�",:h Is commined 
to a more active role in IW.<I:s London Region. "'hich COVerS s.:,'en uranr hes 

In and around Ihe cnpital. R"cenlly il Iftunched itsVisionforl.ondon .an 

in-deplhreporl e"alualin!(lhe cornpkxissuelifaeedbythe manydiffer"nl 
uHer1iuf lhe city'sri\'''r�and canlll ... l!will be used ns a sort of manifcstn O\'er 
the coming yeol"l!. appl)'ing pressure 10 rreate more affordahle perman ell< 

rnouring siles.so·cal Jed·rnnlmunilymourlngs·.ondpr,,-bookablevisitor 

moori"gs.cspeciallyonsectlon� orlhel()wpath lhnlarenot currcnlly 

a'"'lilablc f()rthern.ln conjunclion .... lth lhis.e><Ir-�rnn�eNlandinnea.iCd 
enfnrcemenl are beinl':advocal"d 10 help SlOp OI'Cn;laying. while providin g 

belter facilllies is also a prlorlry Issue (see mOre on page 16j. 

WARE BOAT FESTIVAL 

De�pite these chalknga.. the branch still n"da pkntyl0cel"brale loctIlly. nOI 
leaslitsenti"';nl!lypopuJarboalresti\'alinWa�.onlhcRlverLea.(I\Ierthefi"'1 

wrrk .. nd of July. Otoe oflhe mo.;l sutte8tiful festivals un the nelwl)rk.lt t�picltny 
allraetsbet"''een60and70boIItslllldisrun inconjunctlonwilhWareTown 

Coundh·\\'areWeek·.inoorporallnl':-0monllulher highllghts.alw-ni"BIand 
muslcrestival. 

With the ri,,,r running rlS\ht through the CCnlrl' mthe town, visilingboalenl 
are guar-dnt� 10 be in Ihe heart of the action. The fonnat is pretty much the 

sameeachyear,kirkingoffwitha tO\>·palhhorbecueontheFrirlaye,<::ninjl. 
Saturday. m�anwhile, comprises a tltemed bOJlI parade follo .... ed by a boat. 

handJingoompetitiOfLBut thercal highlight.saysMike,istheSaturdayew.ning 
qullforboaters."·hich tak"""lacelnatocal hall."O'l'r!heyearsit ha�bccome 
Incrcasinglymucousand lil':hlhearted-cxpeello see peupledancingontablcsl 

I IDUlII pay due credit 10 my predecessor. Crni� Hnslam. for thaL As branch chair 

ofat l�asll5yea�llew-..tO;t!XCeptionallygoodal organisingthetietiUrtSofpublic 
e\l'nt'<. An a .. oful lot of!he Dftra<..1ion ol'that cveninglStemmed from the .. ay he 
meliculnu"'yplannedilinthe wcekskadin�up.nndonth" dayil$Clf:lkspite 
ha,ing�rel'fX'd downas bl1lJ1ehchair,C",ig reltlniru;-.thefC!o1i'·B.rsdedicntf'd 

qui"ma.�kr, 
l:IcforeWare.lhere·8ol'portunitylO explorelhe brant:h·�other wBlerwoy.thc 

Ston.as p8rt nfBishop'sStonforrlComi"aIParadeanrlFUn Day In June. ,\lthou gh 

onamu<:h smollcrllCalethan lhe!.ca@lhering(an averagenfl3-14bo11ts).and 
wlthoutanybu<tler-s!1<"Clflcactiv;lies,wlllerbonte\1siwnlcllnl1C\.'CrtheJe8S 
imbibe tllc lown's feslival atmosphere nnd benefit from allocal�d mooring space. 

AUGUST EXTRAVAGANZA 

finallytn mws fesli"al orWatcr. wllkh is l>aek AI Wnltham Abbeyon Ih .. Lee 

;\'o'·igatiOll in .... "guslforlhe llrsl lime �inre2000.AsIlIWllY"a lurnout ofaround 

IWboolSiSexpec1f'd.alongsid" II�Wiual throng of fool,1sitors.M;keasst're8 

fe81i\'oli/OCrs Ihala warm welcome is guaTanl�. although heruncedeti lilal 

jJ<ISllage lolhec�nlmighlbe more problemal.il·thnnreeent\'Cnu""because 

oflhelondun moorlnl':issue!!.Ot1l1ni$crshave nq/<.>liatroprlorityfurfeSlival. 
l,'<.>erSonsomenewand existingCRTpre-booknhlernOOrings throughl.uru.Jon 

(see walenooys.org.uld/l!5tioolQ/rvoJer for more dctail�). Plus there'� alw8y" th" 
nplion of taking the Thames roule. HOWI"'P.r. while )like agmes going Upl!frcom 

from Umehous<: can be "great fun". guing dOWll_<fream �i� mol"(' challellginganci 
requimr cAreful limillg. It"s toot o;omething ,,'C'd advocole ,,1lhou\ a �ood d�al of 

priorthoughl.� 

Summer 2019 

Tho!lewhumake lhejonmey.hO\>"('\'('r,willbe 

amply rew8rded .... h"" til<'Y reach Ihe branch's Wlll .. rs. 

-n.eStort is ll bc8ulifu!na'igalion.�RaysMike."'trre­
lincd.veryruralandehoMningiymeandcrlngriver.I1"H 

ajuylOtTa,'Clon.The!.c8too.for mlll<luf iISJoumeyto 
I.nndon is Ihrouj\h 0 reglonal park ..... hich pnwities 0 
gn-<-ncorridor almO'!l inlntlteheartoflhe city.lfijonly 

really .... hr.n you geIOCyonrlTnl1enham lhat you meel 
an urban cll'imnmenl.lt"sabsorulPiyexU'aOrdinAry 
Ihat youl·�togetso far intolontlonancislmbe 

surroundf'dbygteenery.wildlif"andopenlnndscape. 
We hope vlsllors �ei�e the opponunily 10 come and 
explorelhis summer." 

DATES FOR THE DIARY 
STORTFORO CARNIVAL CRUISE 

14lh-16thJune 
III�h{)p'� Slurtford Town C<.>lUlcil welcomes boalers 
toCarnl"1I1 Day on lSlh June. To IxKtk your 

mooring cmoil slOrlf<.>nimoorlng@gm ... lI.romor 
l'hone oml 654410. 

WARE BOAT fESTIVAL 

Slh-7fhJuly 
WareBuaIFcstival,nnthe Ri\'erlcAinWare.isa 

w(ekend of funand frolicson.lnand arouncithe 
ri"�r and lown. The Ihernc for 2019 is'lSpacc'. Entry 
prlee i. £30. 

find oul more at warcrtoo}'�.org.uk/lec<1/1d�t"rII 
ware_boo.tJC5tl� ... 1. 
FESTIVAL OF WATER 

24th-26lhAugusl 
Flooa.t.c .. mpl!ileand l",der booklngfoml�arennw 
/J.vail8hleror lhi8ycar·sl\�Jl.F""tlvalofWal"r at 

Walthnm Abbey on Ihe I.ce Navigaliurr. 
Th"",'cnloffers a ",.,..kend of fun fur boalers. 

c8mper" andoll"·holove spenuln�llme bylhe 

waler. with entertainmen! each e\·"nin!(and on 
ilIurninated hoot prucelj$ion on the Sunday. An 

on-sile bar wiIJ mnke yDur weekend gD wilh even 
more of a swing. 

r;ndotUmore alu-'<l'ew'<1y".nrg.l<ki 
fe."tlvalofwuter. 

FIND OUT MORE 
"lI,"'"" ").,,,! ",hili 
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