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The present 11 active factories under the control of the Managing Qirector Royal Ordnance 

Factories comprise a modern manufacturing organisation which in its earlier years was located at three 
basic centres - Waltham Abbey, Enfield and Woolwich - and grew to as many as 50 factories during 
The Second World War. 

This historical article by KELVIN McFADVEN traces the path of the organisation since its 
earliest days. 

The -organisation that grew 
to 50 from small beginnings 

factories W·orld War 11 • 
ID 

THE COLLECTIVE TITLE of "Royal" was besfowed on the 
ordnance factories by King George V in December, 1930, but the roots 
of the organisation can be traced back almost 400 years to the reign of 
Queen Elizabeth. 

The Waltham Abbey Powder Mills, later known as the Royal Gunpowder 
Factory, were in exist~nce in 1662. There is, however, a reference - by one 
Thomas Lee in 1563 - that his father had worked in a mill at Waltham for the 
manufacture of gunpowder. 

In those days the Mills were 
privately owned and remained so 
until 1787, when one John Walton 
was paid the sum of £10,000 by 
the Government for his interest in 
them. 

Although the Waltham Mills 
quite rightly laid claims to be the 
oldest manufacturing plant, it is 
said that the first Royal Gun
powder Factory described as 
such was at Faversham, Kent. 
There some privately owned mills 
were taken over by the Govern
ment about 1767. 

Faversham remained in pro
duction until 1934, when it was 
closed because of its vulnerable 
position on the Kent coast. 

Cordite 
The factory at Waltham went 

from strength to strength under 
Government control. At the 
beginning of the first World War 
production of cordite was 
Increased from 26 to 140 tons a 
week, no mean achievement in 
those days. . 

After 1918, production at WaI
tham declined and an increasing 
amount of development and 
experimental work was under
taken. The factory was respons- . 
ible for a very large part of the 
work on RDX and its family of 
explosives. 

The time was to come, 
however. when Waltham could no 
longer fulfil the production needs 
of the time and new factories had 
to be built to take over its role. 
Waltham was finally closed in 
1945, having survived the second 
World War virtually unscathed 
despite its vulnerable position. 

Now, as the Explosives 
Research and Development 
Establishment, the spirit and trad
itions of Waltham remain. 
Although no longer part of the 
ROF it works in close conjunc
tion with its present day succes
sors at Bishopton and Bndgwater. 

More modern 
Just down the road from WaI

tham Abbey, by the River Lea, 

stands another of the original 
three - the Royal Small Anns 
Factory at Enfield. But its history 
is much more modem than the 
other two. 

Until 1811 small arms had been 
produced for the Services by pri
vate industry . Because of a slow
ness to respond to wartime needs, 
the Government decided to estab
lish a factory of their own for the 
production of the Service musket, 
the "Brown Bess." This factory, 
at Enfield Lock, later became 
known as the Royal Anns Mills. 

As a result of the lessons
learned in the Crimean War, it 
was decided that the Anny should 
be better equipped in future. the 
principle of the "rifled" musket 
was known and the buildings at 
Enfield provided a convenient 
nucleus for new works. They 
were used for the development 
and I?roduction of the rifle. 

ThIs rifle - which took the 
faotory's name - was acknow
ledged as the finest weapon of its 
day and was the father of the 
famous Lee-Enfield rifle, which 
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lasted for some 50 years with only 
minor modifications. 

The naming of a rifle after the 
factory started a tradition that 
persists to this day. Thus, in an 
Enfield product, you will often 
find some allusion, usually the 
EN of Enfield, to the factory's 
name. Prime examples of this are 
the Bren, Aden and Rarden guns. 

Across the Thames, in south
east London, is the site of pro
bably the most famous and his
toric of all the ordnance factories. 
The growth of the Royal Arsenal 

Woorwich can be traced from the 
site's beginnings as a defence 
emplacement in 1588, when the 
Spanish Armada threatened our 
shores. 

"Tower Place 
F.ormerly called Woolwich 

Warren, because of its large rab
bit population, the Arsenal grew 
from an amalgam of establish: 
ments transferred there for vari
ous reasons. After a visit from 
George III in 1805, the Warren 

acquired the name "Royal 
Arsenal," as befitted the site's 
activities. 

The building known as "Tower 
Place," the seat of the Master 
Gunner of England, later became 
the official residence of the 
Lieutenant General of the ' Ord
nance. Thus the nucleus of the 
Arsenal grew up piecemeal. 

Although the proving of guns 
had taken place at Woolwich for 
many years, the first manufactur
ing department to be established 
there was the Royal Gun Carriage 
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Mixing powder In the Royal Laboratory. Melting metal In the Royal Laboratory. 
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Factory. From its humble begin
nings as a storehouse for ships' 
carriages in the early 17th cen
tury, the carriage factory began 
operations in 1688. 

A few years later in 1696 the 
Royal Laboratory, which was 
responsible for the supply of 
ammunition, was estabhshed at 
Woolwich, having been trans
ferred from Greenwich. 

'The final main department to 
be established at Woolwich was 
the Royal Foundry, later known 
as the Royal Gun Factory. 

It can be said that this depart
ment owed its existence in part to 
an accident. From 1704 to 1716a11 
guns required by the Government 
were cast at a foundry at Moor
fields, in the City of London, 
owned by one Matthew Bagley. 

In 1716 some guns captured by 
the Duke of Marlborough were 
ordered to be used in the manu
facture of new ordnance and on 
May 10 that year a distinguished 
gathering assembled to watch the 
operation .. 

When all was ready, pouring 
commenced; but the dampness of 
the mould and COlJsequent genera
tion of steam caused the metal to 
fly with terrible results and 17 
were kilIed, including Mr. Bagley 
and his son. Many oth~rs were 
injured. 

The "confabulation" that fol
lowed resulted in an order being 
made for the building of a suitable 
gun foundry at Woolwich. 

Hey-day 
The Arsenal - which com

prised a collection of factories 
and workshops - grew in size 
and importance, enjoying its hey
day during the two World Wars . 
However, for various reasons, 
the importance of the arsenal as a 
manufacturing centre declined. ~t 
was eventually closed as such III 
1967, some of its functions being 
transferred to other ROFs. 

This, however, is only part of 
the story of the evolution of the 
ROFs. Armaments became more 
sophisticated, private industry 
entered the field, and by the latter 
part o~ the 19th century the pri
vate armament industry was con
siderable. 

The coming of World War I 
demonstrated to the Government 
that much greater public partici
pation in this field was desirable. 
But private industry was unable 
to cope with the extended require
ments of more modem warfare; 
and it was decided that the ROFs 
should assume a more important 
role in war production than ever 
before. 

No new Ordnance factories 
were built, but the capacities of 
Wait ham, Woolwich and Enfield 

were substantiJry increased. 
Some new National Munitions 
Factories were, however, built 
during the war. 

When the second World War 
loomed on the horizon, the fulI 
potential of the ROFs was 
realised and an expanded organi
sation put into effect. 

In 1935 the Royal Ordnance 
Factories went on a war footing. 
New factories sprang up rapidly. 
By 1939 some 25 factories were III 
production; three years later there 
were 50. 

Wartime for the ROFs not only 
brought expansion but, as in other 
fields, displays of bravery and 
among awards made to ROF per
sonnel were a George Cross and 
15 George Medals. 

Reactivated 
After World War II the number 

of factories was steadily reduced 
- apart from the period of the 
Korean War, when three former 
factories were reactivated. Peace
time circumstances are .met by 11 
active factories . 

The post-war closure of ROFs 
was I).ot, however, undertaken 
wholesale. Britain had to begin to 
rebuild and the ROFs, ever ready 
to accept a challenge, turned part 
of their attention away from 
munitions to civil work. 

With little modification to the 
factories and tooling, the ROFs 
began to produce a wide range of 
articles from railway wagons to 
fertilizers, from gas and electric 
cookers to coal mining 
macl}inery; from prefabricated 
house parts to internal combus
tion engines. 

Although an organisation 
steeped in history and tradition, 
the ROFs are at the forefront 
when innovations and new think
ing' are required. They are cur
rently at the beginning of a new 

. era. Following a Report of a 
Committee chaired by Sir John 
MaIlabar, and a subsequent study 
of their future role by Sir Derek 
Rayner when he was the Chief 
Executive (PE), they are becom
ing even more commercially 
orientated. They are likely to 
become the first organization 
within a Government Department 
to adopt a Trading Fund. 
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Khig George III (extreme left) pictured on a vIsit to the Royal Foundry Woolwlch 
-on July 9, 1773. 

THERE'S INSURANCE AND 
CIVIL SERVICE 

INSURAN·CE .... 
Insurance is a very competitive business, with many reputable societies 
offering similar plans and policies on similar terms. Which is why it can 
often be so difficult to choose between one society and another. 
But the Civil Service Insurance Society rea lly is different because it was 
founded so lely to help Civil Servants and their families. It offers you all the 
different types of insurance available from other societies but with a number 
of additional advantages. 
You get better terms for every type ' of insurance through CSIS. Life 
premiums may be ·deducted,free of charge, from your sa lary - convenient 
for you, cheaper for us. And we pass the saving on to you. Every policy 
effected benefits the Civil Service Widows' and Orphans' Fund which 
exists to help the dependants Qf deceased policy holders. And usually you 
can get quotations for car, travel, personal accident and holiday insurance 
just by phoning 01-681 6025/6. 
So ring us now or fill in the coupon below, indicating briefly the kind of 
insurance in which you are interested, and we will send you full details as 
to how we can help you . 

CSIS YOUR OWN society! 
CIVil SERVICE 

INSURANCE SOCIETY 
,----------------------------------------------------------~I I To: CIVIL SERVICE INSURANCE SOCIETY I 
I 33 Birdhurst Rise, South Croydon CR2 7YH I 
I Tel.: 01-681 6025/G I 
I j I 
I I I Please send me details of insurance for ...... ...... ............ .. .. ...... .. .... ................ ........ .. .. .. .. I 
I I 
I I I . . . ......... . ....... .. ... ..... . ..... ... ... ...... . ......... . ..... . . . ... ... ... ........ ......... ......... .. ........... .. ... ...... .... I 

I I 
I Name ........ ' ........................................................................................... : ... .. ................ I 
I I 
I I 
I Address ... .......... .... ...................... ........... .... ........................ .... .............. .......... ....... ..... I 
I I 
I I I .................................................................................................................................. I 
I I 
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