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THE EXPLOSION AT WALTHAM ABl3EY 

It was our painful task to announce in our last the dreadful catastrophe which 
occurred at the gunpowder manufactory at Waltham Abbey, on Thursd~, the 13th instant, 
by which seven unfortunate individuals were prematurely hurried into eternity, and we 
this d~ l~ before our readers a series of graphic sketches illustrative of the 
deplorable event, and its consequences, which m~, perhaps, be interesting to our 
readers. 

The gunpowder mills at Wal tham Abbey stand at some distance out of the town, on 
the side of a broad. running stream, which branches out of the river Lea, is the 
property of the Government, and is called Powder-mill river. Here a series of 
erections connected with the public service are found. They are built of wood, with 
slated roofs, and are termed Corning-houses, Press-houses, Washing-houses, and 
Glazing-mills. Four of these edifices, about 80 feet in length, and 29 or 30 feet 
in depth, have been destroyed - so completelY demolished that nothing like the form 
of any one of them remains. Each is a black shapeless ruin. It is proper to state 
that they had been constructed on a plan which promised, in the event of an accident, 
to prevent the evil from extending beyond the place in which it originated. :Between 
the coming-houses and the pressing arid washing-houses, a strong brick buttress, 
20 feet high, 15 feet thick, and 30 feet deep, had been built, which it was supposed 
would have proved an effeotual barrier to the progress of fire. The hope, however, 
has proved vain. On Thursday sElnnight, the business being carried on in the usual 
w~, about five minutes after three o'cloc~ an explosion took p!ace in the more 
northern coming-house. A few seconds afterwards the press-house and washing-house, 
separated from the coming-house by the buttress, also blew up. In a minute or two 
from that time the next coming-house, distant from the former about 200 yards, 
shared the same fate, and that in a few seconds was followed by a fourth explosion, 
and a seoond press-house and washing-house, separated, as in the other case, from 
the coming-house, were in an instant destrqyed. 

The coming-house No.2, in which the explosion originated, was situated in the 
midst of a group of poplars and willows - trees being generally planted near buildings 
of this kind in consequence of the resistance they afford to any communication with 
a distant object, should an accident arise. In this instance they have been proved 
altogether ineffectual - trunks two feet in diameter have bean snatched asunder and 
thrown to a distance of several hundred feet, while those which still keep the erect 
position are entirelY bereft of branches. 

It would be well if the ruin of the buildings, and the destruction of the stores, 
were all; but, unfortunatelY, in the works which first blew up a number of 
unfortunate persons were employed, not one of whom survives. Seven men were in an 
instant dismissed from life; five of them were carried over the river to a very 
considerable distance, and fell lifeless fragments in the marshes. One corpse was 
recovered from the ruins,. and one dead body was found out of the building, but on 
the same side of the river. It was difficult to recognise the deceased, they were 
so blackened, shattered, and disfigured. The names of the unfortunate men who have 
peeished (sic) are as follow:- Thomas Sadd, Edward Essex, John Newland, John Dudley, 
James Luok, Samuel Brown, and James Cole. Mr. Sadd was the master-worker. On 
Thursd~ week he had been in the building' but about ten minut~s when the event 
occurred. The victims were all coming-housemen and persons of respectable 
character. Essex had worked on the establishment for more than half a century. 
Sadd's remains were soon identified by the blue coat which he wore, and by the loss 
of one tooth. He was said to have been carried not less than 130 yards from the 
corning-house, and to have but one foot when he reached the ground. At a consider­
able distance from the ruins the impression made by the fall of one of the sufferers 
remains very distinct. The marks of the head, the shoulder, hip, and the leg, were 
on Frid~ week most distinctly traced; and the indentation made by the body was in 
some parts ·nearly six inches deep. 

Immediately after the accident many hundreds of persons repaired to the marshes. 
The bodies were collected, wrapped in sheets, and deposited in one of the buildings 
belOnging to Government, at some distance from the ruins, there to await the orders 
which ~ be given for holding a coroner's inquest. 
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The alarm caused by this accident ~t is not easy to describe. A third 
and fourth building having been fired, from others that had exploded, distant 
from them 600 feet, it was not immediately clear that those which were still 
further off were safe. Not only were many windows in the town, and especially 
in the church, broken, but the effects of the shock were felt at a much greater 
distance. Almost incredible as it may appear, the report of the two 
explosions was distinctly audible in the metropolis. 'In Hyde-park, about 
ten minutes past three o'clock, they were heard and amidst the prevailing 
stillness appeared so loud that several persons imagined them to proceed from 
the guns fired in celebration of her Majesty's accouchement. A lamp and 
several squares of glass at the Waltham Abbey station of the North Eastern 
Railw~ were broken b.1 the concussion, and its mischievous effects were felt 
at Waltham Cross. The windows of Trinity Chapel, the chapel of ease to 
Cheshunt parish, which stands by the side of the main road, suffered considerably. 
Five females who were collecting wood at a distance of more than a quarter of 
a mile from the mills were thrown down, and for a moment deprived of sight b.y 
the explosion, and the accompanying glare. The quantity of gunpowder in the 
works at the time is supposed to have exceeded 4000 lb., and the amount of 
property destroyed is estimated at nearly £12,000. 

The interest felt with respect to this deplorable catastrophe, so far 
from having diminished on Saturd~, was, if possible, greatly increased, not 
only in the immediate locality, but in the surrounding country. At 10 o'clock 
on the morning of that d~ Mr. Lewis, the coroner, attended on the spot, 
accompanied by a respectable jury, to inquire into the particulars of the 
shocking event. After the jury had been sworn, they adjourned to a place 
called the Barrel, situated near the scene of the sad catastrophe, to view 
the blackened and mutilated remains of the poor men whose lives had been lost 
by this melancholy occurrence. Some of the corpses ha~ the limbs detached 
in the most frightful manner. 

On the return of the jury a great number of witnesses were examined, 
touching the state of the machinery and the circumstances under which the 
unfortunate men killed were last seen alive. 

Capt. George St. Vincent Whitmore, commanding the Royal Engineers, 
deposed to the fact that a formal report is made to his office monthly of 
the state of the machinery, and the report he received on the 3rd instant 
was perfectly satisfactory. He said that had there been less powder in the 
corning-house than there was it would have had no effect upon the explosion. 
It would have been just the same whether the quantity was 35 or 40 barrels. 
He wished particularly to state that persons making powder in Government 
establishments were never hurried. There was no necessity that they should 
be hurried. They were never called on to make a particular quantity of 
powder by a particular day. The cause of the accident was quite unknown 
to him. An electric shock would ignite gunpowder, and make it explode. 

Several other witnesses having been examined to the same effect, the 
coroner briefly addressed the jury, who retired for a few minutes, and 
returned a verdict of "Accidental death," accompanied by an expression of 
their unanimous opinion that the manufactory appeared to be conducted by 
Captain Tulloch*, the inspector, with every possible precaution for the 
safety of the men employed under his superintendence. 

The deceased were all married men. Mr. Sadd has left a widow and 
one child; John Newland, a widow and eight children, most of them, however, 
are grown up; Edward Essex, a widow, and two grown-up children; James Cole, 
a widow, and four children; James Luck, a widow and one child; John Budley 
(sic), a widow and one Child; and Samuel Brown, a widow and two children. 

The interment of the bodies, with the exception of that of Mr. Sadd, 
which was removed to a family burial ground at some distance, took place on 
Saturd~ afternoon, at five o'clock, in the parish churchyard. A great 
number of persons assembled to witness the solemn scene, and a feeling of 
deep sorrow for the fate of the unfortunate men evidently filled the minds 
of all present. The tragical occurrence has made an impreSSion on the people 
of the village and neighbourhood which will not be effaced during life. 
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In the course of Saturday some bill stickers from an obscure London 
weekly print, which appears desirous of acquiring notoriety at any sacrifice, 
came into the town and put up placards, announcing a full report of what had 
occurred. The townspeople did not feel flattered by this mark of attention, 
and the bills were torn down. Their remark was, that all the particulars 
were already sufficiently known there, and those who were bereft of their 
friends did not wish to be further reminded of the calamity. The funerals 
were conducted in the most respectable manner - it was understood at the 
expense of the Government. Captain Tulloch* who has the chief direction of 
the works, has notified in the most feeling w~ to the widows and others who 
are sufferers from this mournful accident that ever,y effort will be made to 
alleviate their affliction. 

* This must have been Captain A.T. Tulloh. The inspector throughout 1843 
was Lieut.-Col. C.T. Moody who was succeeded by Capt. Tulloh in 1845. 

Three prints accompanying this account have been photographed. 
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