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DEADLIEST SPOT NEAR LONDON. 
.. ~ 
~.- WHERE ANQ HOW CORDITE, GUN.COTTON, AND NlTRO·GLYCERINE 

} , 

,..-
-- .' 1-ARE" l\lADE. 

, . By ' Alfr~d ~rk' s . ..lliuslrated by Photographs. 

A~TI'SI'r ~o ; coruite factory is' ver'y 'rlll:ch ~[the entrance. Now l~egin th e precautions, 

like a balloon 'ascent, inasmuch as you In th e first place, n,o word-of-mouth ' state- , 

cannot be quite certain that you will ment will induce him to let you pass, Prouuce 

retufll alive. a properl y signed permit and, unlike Niobe, 

Ho\rever, if you l1ave fears for your, sa fety he is all smiles, The permit ,proving satis-

before embarking on a tour through a fa ctory, you sign, in a book kept for the 

Government powder factory, you won't find , purpose, your name, add ress, occupation, and 

much consolation 'or guarantee _ of p ersonal the number of your paFty. Then follows 

safety when you actually arrive on the spot. th e order to disgorge pipe, tobacco, and _ 

The ~ord ite factory at \\Taltham Abbey, matches, loose and in bulk. If a loose 

recelltly visited by the writer for the pur- \'esta should be pulled out with your hand

poses of this article, is situated in an open kerchief in one of the fa cto ri es, it is more 

tract of country ahout a ,mile from the sta- than likely you will ne\"er need pipe. or 

tion, and within view of the Government t"bacco again; so it is just as well to p\l]l 

Small Arms Factory at Enfield Lock. out the lin ings of your pockets and ma~e 

_ I t is a weird, uncanny place. , With its assura nc e doubly sure. I " 

high brick wall, slate-coloured notice-boards, Thi s don e, you may pass on to the mami.

'and se\'erely official-looking en trance~, it ger's office, where you will be required to 

suggests a sort of cross between a barracks, a show your permit once more, when, if all is 

workhou se, and a cOll\'ict prison. satisfa ctory, an escort is detailed to show 

"Abandon hope, all ye \yho enter here" you round. :'J' 

is not pain ted 011 the gateway, but from its The factories are concerned ill th e making 

forb idding appeara nce and the numberless of cordite, gUll -cotton, and ni t ro-glycerine

official precau tions take n in the cndea\'our tu p rohably the three Ill " ,t explos iye su b

ensure your sa fety ollce you ha\" e entered, stances the \yorld has c\'e r seen. E ac h 

it certainly secms that the _famous motto ('xpl os i\'c has a sep:1rate b lock of building,; 

would be most appropriate. de\" oted to its manubdurl', I n all the :;e 

Inside the gate is an O\'ergrowl1 sentry- departm ents the bu ildings are of small size, 

house, occupi ed by the poli ceman in charge ' and in the case of those cngaged ill the more 

Page 448 is olte that 1m'll illterest ),011. 
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dange rous processes they are sunk in the A con(inuous system of tram lines ruJiS 
ground and surrounded by a massive but- round and across the whole place. Curious- F 

tres·s of grass-grown earth or brickwork, so looking trucks, about one quarter the size 
that, should a building .;.' go up," as the of those used for goods on the rai lways, but 
workpeople term it, the damage may be very much like them in other respects, con
localised as far as possible, and adjoining ye)' the raw and fini shed material from one 
factori es protected from injury. factory to anoth er. They are pusheu by 

j . In other large factori es each special class boys, and so st ringent a re the precautions, 
, of work is performed under one roof. At that each loaued truck mu~ t be kept a certain 
. Waltham Abbey se\'era l houses are devoted distance from the others. 

to each process. By thi s system only th ree When the work people enter in the mom. 
or four men \york in each house,. so that if ing they, . like the yi sitors, are sea rched at 
an explosion occurs the loss of life is reduced the entrance, and must giyc up all pipes, 

- ~~./a~~~~~~· to I~ii~ esY~~~~1:~~~sa~l~a~~~~ tobacco, and matches . l' erh aps a hundred 
material into comparatil'ely small quantiti es, yards from the gateway, is a long, low 
a certain proportion only being allowed in - building, some di stance from the nearest 
each house.· Thus the force of an 3cci- .factory. 'Here the workmen are required to 
dental explosion is greatly reduced. change their clothes, substituting a plain 

In cases .where the shops are surrounded blue serge uniform, by no means unbecoming. 
by buttresses, the workpeople enter through In the factories they put on carpe t slippers ' 
a tunnel in the bank or brickwork. with very".. tb.ick felt soles. Tt ~ fl oors of 

P hoto by ] A TF DlUCS n CC{; PATION . 
' I-,Hnc " pick i ll~J th ~ cott o n \\",,~ tc u sed fo r gtin cotton. 

[Tltitl' & Co. 
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the hou ses are covered wi th thick b rO\I'J1 
linoleum, very like leatber. This material 
is kept spotlessly cl ean , so mu ch so that it 
is a lmost as slippery and sh iny as polished 
oak . 

, - Grit is falal, hence the preca uti ons. Jt 
may . see m incredible, but it is none th e . Iess 
a fa c t that the small est pa rt icl e of grit in the 
mac hines used in th e manufacture of cordit e 
fna), se t up fri c ti on and blow th e place into 
2_ th ousa nd fragments. 

~ 

happen, as the occasional blowing , up of a ' 
facto ry proves, Yet no forbidden a rti cle 
has eyer beel) di scO\'ered o n any of the work
men , Not a si ngle 'b reach of th e st ringent 
regulations gove rning the fac tory has ever 
b een known , Then to what are these acci-
d ents due? It is ~lllp ossi ble to sa y, The 
yi sitor 'rho possesses an imaginat ion makes 
th e r~und in the utmost trepidation, Every 
step' is fearJJJ lly made, Every sound startles 
him , Yet the 'I'Orkmen, th ough m ore si lent 

a nd reserved 
( t h a n ' t h e i r 

---I ' In ' some of 
It he 1 a r g e r 
I r ooms the 
I h ' I m a c , 1 n e ry 

or) ,<, broth e r s in 
jf,: ' oth e r/ d epart-

' r un s the 
_i who I e length 

of the build~ 

'f . ', - ~ _ • ,- : "r ~~-- -. 'i . -i.... rnents , of life, 
". ~ ' r. ;p!-. ' -"'i' . ~ ,'/ :work 'day in 

<t;~~ r'\ ) .. , l/- , ,i ~,.' I .·..... ":: ~r '3l1d d a t )';';'; ,,1' ,f £L .. ~ ~ 'I ' Jj'r, t - • ' .,..,,,.' y ou 
ing on e ither ~;;:{<'. :'::~'-.j- :-"" j i , ' '/ .... ' " without appa-

5 i cl e, D own ~f'~:J. ·t~~-;p;~~,;;i, ~r' --;'-;:; "_;'''- 7::' re n t r eali sa-
the middle 15 Fl ri,1,'~j~~ , .t~~: ~1 R'01 ~£' ~;:,."'" ..... -:::!~l tion of danger. 
a con c r e t e ~{ 'r-n; '~ ';t\~ltt"~':r~ ~ ; " ':~~~-.>f:.->'-' '/~~,r. m -; e~ nO,t,/ honoe 
all e y - way - . ,jJ~d _,; ~id 2' /" \ •. ~ ) 
th h h' h \'~'~ ' '''''-.:.t'~ r'1 - , ',- ......... -:'" en t t 1 roug _ w lC ..... ~ '. ~:.,, ~l . -. ~ ~ ~ (,,//i 'I " t-, ers le 
run s the tram, '- ~ ", - , ;.j <4, ,-',f,! , • ' ( If ,,',,/ 1. 1"1 J place in · the 

- r;~, : '- ':;7;':\-:", ~\ .. '.. ' :, ' f=;;)/i ,l't- : 
.:--.:so that it may _ t ;'r 'S'? ": -<::;.: .. ~':~~j~~~, _'" ,':JJ,\'lJ 'i(';'I, ,/ moi'ning h as 

be un l oaded fj ·'· . , ~~'"' •. ,';'" -, ' ,'<' ''<:- .- .. . '- \:'::.;,.j..~ , any certainty 

a t th e very ' - t 'r'r?~·._tj~{,!:~~ ~~:';~i:-r~§;t::~:'~:-,:'·' , of ever 1eaYll1g 
sp ot req uired , ~ .. } )~ ~ "'..., _ ,:,1.l---1,i1t _, - _" . . ~ . ' '- i jt alive. 

-- ~a~k u in m t~i~ l ,~},'JJ;;\· '~:~', '('~'if. ! ;,;' . .' ~;,:~" :-'-- ;l! 1 s e~ I: ~ u ~ \S~~ 
all ey - way j n , ,-ct ~ ~, -; ..... ' :-..; ~ ~ .:.: .- " I~~/,,/ d il'[ plo s i 0 n 0 c--

? rdin ary walk- i;~~~~~JL~~:~:~{t W.jl q, "/ 'iL. d Cur r e d i n 
lIlg boots, bu t . :::" .; l C~~ ,. :-", :.!,' j,.\iK' :, .I 8 9 4, w h e n 

Jc -.J: ~ .... ' ~ -.. ~ 
5 h 0 \1 I d yo u /1:'~::-'-'-'<';"~'>~';.,' __ :"-.... .;.:~_ ,,'; '". _ ~~-j } j! the nit r 0-ue' t t -"'-e -" O<' - .<. - ,--. ,..).-r ...,...- i 1 . s ire 0 s ep t(!{!<:J=""i.~" • -,' _- , ~ .. >, ~'" :1, ",-_~ g y c e r 1 n e 

t~;fl§~~ 2~l~~~i?~;t:~j~::'~:~ ~ll f~~~~~~::~:\~ 
exercise the' - j>/wto -by ] ' , / .... - '-- ". - . ,-' [T hieie b Co. 0 f abnormal 
greatest , pre- A RE EU:'\G -'L\ CIII NE. thickn ess, It 
cau tion lesf Winding th c CXp l0S iyc cc' r ditc tln'end, r e m i n d s one 
you ,'in troduce du st or gr it fr om tbe more of a gateway in tbe Great \Vall of 
road. ' Chi na than anythi ng else. Some idea of 

In_ the case ,of shops in which th ere is no its exteri or may be gathered from th e' photo-
aHey-way, a wooden barri e r some six inches graph on page 420, 

high separa tes the room from the concrete An eye-witness rl escribed this awful 
floor of the entrance chamber. You m ay . occurrence to me most graphirally_ He 
come thus far but 11 0 farth er without spec ial was in anoth er fa ctory at the time of th e 
boo ts. _ These are immense lea Lh ern affairs di sJste r. Suddenly a. lo ud, grindiJlg, rum· 
th a t go right over your ordinary boots , T hey bliJlg noi se reached his ea rs . It did not 
stand on a small board of deal, kept scrup u, occur to him tha t an E'x plosion was th e 
lously d ean" a nd in d onning t hem you must cause, but the ill'itinrt of self-p" '';'' l\'a tio n 
stand o n tll is boa rd and nowhere else, becomes sharpened in ,u('h il ,lngero ll s plan'" 

J n spite : of every care , acc iclents wi ll a nd, together wi th ot her" he ru .,hed [nr lil< ' 

. £50 ill gold is tlte big prize olfered ill our War COlllpctz'tiolt- .,ee pagi! f1-8. 
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open air. As he reached the · door he ten t \yith the: brief and unscientirtc explana' 
gl:.Jnced towards that p ar t of the grounds ti oll th at cord ite is :t compound of gun-cotto n. 
occupi ed by the ni tro-glycerine factory. a species of cot ton waste treated with su l
There was no mi staking wh at had hap- ph ur ic an d ni tr ic ;\cids ; nitfo-glycerine, 
p ened. The air was da rk with dllst, and ordinary f,fly('(:r ine n itrated, and mineral 
thi ck with hea\'y n1:1 sses of fiying debris. jelly. ~ 
A -grea t porti on of the massive solid bri ck By the co urt esy of ~hjor :\a than, of th e 
embrasure was blown to p ieces. A massive factory, we are (: nabl ed to illu ;, tra te three or 
iron door \yas found in a field three four of the more important rooms in full 
hundred yards away; and fragments of the - \,;orklllg order. 
unfortunate chemist in charge and of the An inte resting depa rtm ent is th at devoted 
workmen were found a ll o\'er the place . to th e picking of the rotton waste of whid - --J". 
Curiously enough , a building in close prox- gun-cotton is composed. In o ne corner i.\,- J 
imity -did not go, but anothe r shop some a pile of perfectly ('h~<l n white cotton waste, 
twenty yards away, sit uated in the· centre of perhaps twenty feet in height. At the base 
a heavy earth\\'ork, exploded as th ough from of thi s moun~J sit som~ ei!?h t or ~1ine women, ~ 
sympathy. In all probability it was fired by who do pothlng but pi ck It to pIeces for tb e - _. 
the co ncllssion of the fir st explosion. purpose: of detaching foreign mat ter and ' 

However, a much more extraorrlinarv eliminating th e uni\'ersa l enemy, _ " grit." 
thing happened. The shock smashed th~ When th e cotton is picked it goes through 
skyli ghts of some of the shops in whi ch cor- the machin e immediately behind the pickers. -.-

_ dite was und ergoi ng mechanical treatment. This is kn ow n. as a "teaser." It pulls' the 
The glass fell into the revolvi ng machinery, . waste about and, as its name suggests, teases 
and for some seconds-unti l the engine it into some sort of order j it is then re-picked 

" , 

could be stopped, in fact-fragm ents were . by the women. . . __ ! 
grinuing with the cordit~. ,~- FJOm the picking-room the pmified cottor-,..X-... _.( 

The danger from grit has already been ("f cJ.f1~(~l by another machine into a series . __ ~ . 
explained. Each of the million pa\ticles of p'"'of hll g"'-\ 0\ ens, ~lI1d \I'hen s\l m ci~nt l)' dried . 
glass intlOduced into the ,llachinery on this ~ it is ea rn ed 0\ e r the sh ute repre~ented .in, the 
ol;casion might have caused another explo_~ ~. nexT' tlillu 5 trati ci n to await the nexdt process. . .:.::;.-::;f-

' sion, and that these othe r shops did not le cotton waste is now rea y for meta- , . 
blow into fragments was regarded as nothing morphosis into that deqdly inventiOll -of 
less than a miracle. . modern times, gun-cotton. The tramcar on 

Need less to say, the Government sets· a the rails in front of the pile of dried cotton 
good example to other manu fa cturers of is loaded with fifty-four small oblong tin 
dangerous compo unds, and e\'ery possible boxes. Each has a round hol e in the top, 
preca ution suggested by science and expe- through whi ch the cotton is stuffed. The 
ri ence is utili sed where some special process tin s arc a ll of the same size, and contai n 
is in itself dangerous. In the hydraulic I J£ lb , of cotton. , . . 
pressi ng of gun·cotton and co rdite th ere is From the drying-room the tins are ' 
so me ri sk, and the hydrau lic rams used for wh eeled into th e dipping-house. This is, - ____ 
the purpose are fitted with curious-looking pH I-japs, th e most interesting room of all_ 
screens manufactured of rope. to th e vi sitor, on account of . the unique 

I n the right hand side of th e bottom pho- apparatus employed and the multifarious 
tograph on page 4 I 9 is seen a workman processes of interest carri ed on within it. 
engaged in pressing gun-cotton into the At th e ex treme end of the room are.;;e\'eral 
2 % lb. slab used for torpedoes. On his tall lat ti ce· work structures ri sing upwards to 
right hand are the scales in which the com- th e roof; they enclose stal;k s for the purpose 
pressed slab is weighed to determin e whether of carrying off th e fum es. At the base of 
it is of correct weigh t. He controls the ea.ch is a large tank, attended by .men with 
press by means of levers outside the sc ree n, long implement s very similar to the c,ommon' 
an d a. peep-ho le in th e sc reen enabl es him garden hoc. 
to \"a tch th e operation \yith some gll arantee Tn th ese t:1I1];:S th e waste, is impregnated 

. o f sa fety., ,,·itlt thc ac ids whic h su bsequ ently trans-
Tt we re id le to :1 tl cmpt:l com prehensi \·e de - ~ fu rll1 it into gun-rotton. ' Tt is then placed 

~criptionofthe process {J f J11anufacturinga ny of in l'lIri(JIl s-shaped ea rthe nwa re pots to cool. 
th e exp los ivcs produl; ed at Waltham Abbey. .\ 5 \yi ll hc seen, the fi oo r of this il11 -
Thcnol1 -tec:hnical readcJ'\yil l prolnbly hi: con - !lH 'I1 Se rl)o lll i~ divid ed into shallow unks. 

-- - ~----- .--------------

])UII't Jail 10 ,'iller , lil Y 1-[/(/1' COll/pr / il/oll Ci 'ell 11101IXI? ),011 cmlllot fllld 1111 lite IImIII'S. 
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/------~"'_ __ _ " , , .,- ~.i. kept at a ce rtain 
~ , " " temperature, One , " I : ,," ,::;> ' ,~'" ' ma n is sta ti oned at 

:;:;' ~,' " ,,/' a th e r m 0 Jl1 e t e r, 
~;~. and ne\'e r tak es hi ~ 
: ~~/ .;<' eyes off it during 

::., ".: . ./_..- the pro c e s s of . ;{";y ,(~" f }I ' :'! . « ' 7'::; ,~_/' ~ I \ manu acture, I S c '. , ~1. 2/V";)': ~ , ) 11" posi tion is' one of ~ Q'~ -V!, . i~ ):' . .., I . ' t er ribl e responsi-~ , '."" ... ~- .. 4 1- ,:. .. I ' .' I '1' SI Id 1 ,~~< .~ . .... ~ 'S-;· .• ;-r ' -'. .. ;.: 1.:,.....;---;',' .' ., • )1 It)'. 10U t le D: I,~ .. ~ :1 j;t ",,-,,_ ~~ _:>- L,: __ temperature vary in \{ N- 71'1{ ;:r..;· ":~~:.,.::[:;?-- · .. -,y~';-:;~ --~ th e sli ghtest, one " p ·i t ~~~:·~ J.~"'~;-=--:="'ck:;1 :· .~'/:~ -:-"C~'(' -:~L::-;" ',:, ,_,' .--- way or the othe r, ~~ -'''' '\"~ >,' __ .:: th e factory and the , , - ,y, }-%, '~ ' l; \f ' .. ,.... 'i~\"~ li \'es of th ose within , ':'1'0 '<'~": ~~-',', ,. I. it a re doomed. If , '/ T ', ~-' vI" . r~~i-·>~"';:{:2t_: ':'ll~ the thermometer (-"::'>'" ...:...~, l. i .... ;;~~.,... -==- -:'-... l':;: '. ~~ shows any altera. 

~EJ;::":"·:6~£o""~:i~~.:~.~;";;}., ~.. .~;,;;> i~~~i:~~i: \~;:~ 
Photo by) DEADLY LIQUIDS, [Tlricle &> Co. ately adju sted' to A 'yard full of acids for maldng explosi,·es. the sper.ified degree .' 

bordered by narrow platforms. R ai ls are laid Undoubtedly the reason for refusing entry along the platforms on either side of ea~h is not only the intrinsic danger of the in-' tank, in which the wheels of the 'travelling gredients, but also because the autho rit ies plank TUI;, as seen in the illust ro.ti C' ·.1. fear th e ri sk of taking thi s ceaseless watcher's Thi s ['lank travels O\'er the pots from end attention off the li ttle instr:lment which to end of th e tank, and enabl es th e boy holds the li\'es of all in its power. '·.·i tcnde rs to movc th e pots when they are su fli· P erhaps the most interesting fact ' about c iently cool. Th ey are hoi sted out of th e cordite is that it is not, . as popu larly sup-tanks by means of iron grapplers, si milar to posed, a p owde r at all , ,vbich will explain th ose used for lifting blocks of ice. the ti tle, " The R eeling RObin," und er .one T he gu n-cotton is next freed as far as of our illu strations of the facto ry devoted to possi ble from aci d in centrifugal "'ringers, th is explosive. 
and th e 11 puri- . 
fied by means of 
repeated boilings 
in water. 

Under · no c ir
cumstances are 
visitors allowed 
to e n t er the 
nit r 0 - glycerine 
factory. ' A red 
flag flies contin
ually over the 
buildings, and it 
is undoubtedly 
the most dan
gerous spot i 11 
the fa ctory. The 
va ri ous materials 
u sed in the 
pr e p aration of 
t his explosi \'c 
require t 0 b e 

NO. ·35B 

1'holo uy) ~ ThiC/ c ":;" Co. 
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lI ere ~urJ it c a n d \lUIl 'COltu l\ [I r e pr,',,; cl by h y d"lIl1li c ,·t\mq. 
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b y m;lch in e ry 
in to lengths, each 
r epr('~e nlillg the 

r eg ulat ion 
ch arge for one 
or other of the 
numberl ess guns 
used by 
the War 
Office and 

.. " J\ dn1iralty. -:-., .. ~ 
A l though 

not originally 
, mallufac': 

tured _ as' 
. pOW d er; 
-', . it is cut :'-, ~---~~: ~ ~ ' --I c'; .. ; r, !, ... ~ 
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Photo by) [Th irle & Co. S 0 m e hundreds ' 

up in this 
,,' form · for 

COTTON WASTE READY TO nE MADE I:-'--TO GU:-" ·COTTO:-'--. of . bottles, jars, 
,Ifter it has been picked it Is carried oyer the s hllte into this dcp3rtmcllt . and tubs contain-
Cordi te, when made, issues from the ma, . ing the ral\' materials of \\hich the explosives 

chine in the shape of a Gontinuous yellowish· are made. 
brown thread of the thickness of whipcord. The sulphuri c acid is contai ned in huge 
It is wound on brass reels by machinery, as green glass bottl es, protected by a wicker
indic:i ted in our photograph, However, it work COl'Cr j th e nitric ac id is contai ned in 
is made in other thicknesses. A size often jars j and the glycerine- the ordinary com
used is Y(~ ry much l ike the rubbe r used for mercial \'ari ety- is d eli\'ered at the factory 
the dr iving bands of sew ing machines. An· in gigantic iron barrels, 
other form is in hollow tubes about the size , The actu :1I testing of the explosives 
of th e inner tube of a pneumatic tyre. is don e at Woolwich, where they are 

It is curious-smelling stuff j I know of com'eyed in barges from the ' factory to 
nothing possessing a similar odour. To the Thames, yia the River Lea and th~ 
handle it, unle ss inured by use, is to court cana ls. ' ' 
a ce rtain head· 
ache, Although 
warned, I per-
sisted in picking 
up s pecimens 
for examination, 

. with the result 
that I was upset 
for the re st of 
lhe day. The 
exp l a n a lion is 
th ;t t the pores 
of the s kin 
:11 ,<;orb the nilro-
glycerine. ·r' .::; l 

Th e various - .. 
~ izc'; arc cut ~ Photo by) 
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\l'J[Lln;sl·r1{ci.~G LY CEH I :-; J. IS .iiA'i'iE , " ['Th ief ' & Co, 
This building once blel\' up " 'ith te rrible re s nlts . ~ 



WASC 0412
WAI 0094

3.2.1900
Arkas, A.  The deadliest spot near London.  Where and how cordite, Guncotton and Nitro Glycerine are 
made. Photo copy plus 7 b/w photographs of processes. From the Penny Pictorial.  (Compare with 
WASC 1059)

1 The guncotton dipping house full of cooling jars - here harmless cotton waste is 
converted into a powerful explosive

2 A tedious occupation - women picking the cotton waste for gun cotton
3 A reeling machine - winding the explosive cordite thread
4 Deadly Liquids - A yard full of acids for making explosives
5 The pressing house - Here cordite and guncotton are pressed by hydraulic rams
6 Cotton waste ready to be made into guncotton - After it has been picked it is carried over 

the shute into this department
7 Where nitroglycerine is made - This building once blew up with terrible results



P hoto by ] [Thiele &- Cr. 
THE GUN-COTTON DIPPING HOUSE FULL OF COOLING JAHS. 

Here harmless cotton waste is converted into a powerful expll"s h 'c. 



Photo 'l>y J A Tt:VIUl'S OCCl' t>ATIOS 
" . ome" pidung tb.: C<)U"n "It te b~" tor gun cotton. 
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Photo by] DEADLY LIQlIDS. I Thielc C'" Co. 
A yard full of acids for lual~ing explosives. 



1'11010 by ] 
TilE PHESSI~G HOrSE. 

Here cordite and gun-cotton are pressed by hydrauli~ rams. 



Photo [>y] [Th1'ele { r Co. 
COTTO~ ,,'ASTE READY TO BE MADE I~TO GU~~·COTTON . 

.lHt-::r it has been picked it is carried over the shate into this department. 



'YHERl': ~ITHO·GLYCERI~E IS lUADE. [Thiele & Co, 
Thb building once blew up 'with terrible results. 
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