
THE GREAT EXPLOSION 
OF FAVERSHAM April 2 1916

Think Faversham and think Gunpowder! The town of Faversham was synony-
mous with the gunpowder industry from the 16th century onwards. It was well 
placed to import the ingredients of gunpowder (Saltpetre from India, Sulphur 
from Sicily) and charcoal from locally coppiced trees. The finished product could 
then be easily exported along its many creeks to Chatham docks and London.
On April 2, 1916, in the midst of 
the terrible carnage of the First 
World War, a massive explosion 
ripped through the Gunpowder 
Works on the Uplees marshes, 
near Faversham. An immense 
store of 200 tons of TNT was 
accidentally detonated when 
some empty sacks caught fire 
at 1:20 pm on Sunday, April 2, 
1916. Following the massive 
explosion there was a series of 
smaller detonations. The death 
toll was truly awful. It was the 
worst ever explosion in the gun-
powder industry.

An Investigation by the pupils of Davington Primary School

The Cortege Procession to Faversham Cemetery

The Mass Burial of the Victims of the Great Explosion



There were 108 deaths of men and boys, including all the Works Fire Brigade, 
both in the explosion itself and in the subsequent explosions that followed. The 
bodies, or more frequently parts of bodies, were never found and several could 
not be identified at all. In total, 78 victims were interred in a mass grave at  
Faversham cemetery, but only 34 could be identified, with the others recorded as 
“male person unknown”. The families of another 35 victims elected to bury their 
bodies elsewhere. Since the disaster occurred on a Sunday, in accordance with  
attitudes of the time, no women were allowed to work on that day. The disaster  
was not widely reported in the newspapers for fear of losing morale to the enemy.

Boats being loaded with explosives in Faversham Creek

Children are organised into countries in 1914 and form alliances. War breaks out.



Children at Oare Gunpowder Country Park

Below are named a few of the men who perished on that fateful day. Details 
of all the fatalities are available at Chart Mills and the Fleur de Lis Museum.
Alfred William Ashby 1876 – 1916: 58 Tanner Street, Faversham
Alfred was one of the fire brigade personnel based at the Uplees Powder Works. 
All members of the Brigade perished in the blast as they were on the front line 
tackling the blaze. As a consequence, they were blown to pieces and their remains 
were incapable of being identified. Alfred was posthumously awarded a medal for 
gallantry. He left a widow and five children behind, the youngest only one year old. 
The family had already known tragedy when Alfred’s sister June Powell was killed in 
an earlier explosion in 1909, one of many such explosions that plagued the industry.

Interviewing the munitionette Mary Picton at the Chart MillsA munitionette filling a shell



John Edward Bartlett 1868 – 1916: 43 Beatrice Road, Margate
Many of the workers came from the surrounding region, most notably Margate and 
Ramsgate. John was a shell filler who had been previously a cab driver. He was 
severely injured in the explosion but managed to cling onto life for a further two 
days before he died at the Mount Hospital. John left a widow and nine children. 
John is also commemorated at the War Memorial in Margate.
Most casualties were sent to the Cottage Hospital but that was quickly overwhelmed 
by numbers and other refuges had to be found to treat the wounded. It is difficult to 
imagine the crush of horse drawn vehicles and motor cars that choked the roads 
from the marsh site of Uplees to Faversham, filled with wet bedraggled, badly burnt 
and severely injured victims.

Thomas Henry Bleakley 1877 – 1916: 12 Chinley Avenue, Moston, Manchester
The 1911 census records  
Thomas as living at 12 Chinley 
Avenue, as Engineer Foreman 
at the Gas Plant Works. The  
extended family had been pre-
viously employed in the cotton  
industry at Bolton. In 1901  
Thomas is listed as a steam  
engine maker and presumably it 
was this experience that led to 
him being offered a position at 
the Powder Works in Faversham. 
He too is commemorated on the 
war memorial at Margate.

Stonebridge Pond Children on the Gunpowder Trail around Faversham

Gunpowder was moved around the site in flat bottomed 
boats called leats



Henry Bushell 1893 – 1916: 93 Ceceilia Road, Ramsgate
Henry was only 22 years old when he was killed in the explosion. Henry was a shell 
painter which meant he coded the type of shell with specific colours. Workers were 
told to leave the site but instead, many stayed to watch the action. Sadly, it appears 
Henry was one of them. This was the main reason why there were so many casu-
alties and deaths. The coroner’s reports on the dead were not published. Britain 
was at war and it was felt that such a terrible disaster would hearten the enemy 
and lower the morale of the British people. Strange to say, some men nearer the 
explosion only suffered minor injuries whilst those more distant were killed instantly.

Captain Rawles enrolling recruits into the militia

William Catlow or Adams 1870- 1916: 6 Upper Abbey Road, Belvedere 
William was born in Bootle, 
Lancashire but enlisted in the 
‘Buffs’ East Kent Regiment. 
They were called the ‘buffs’ 
because of the beige colour of 
their original uniforms. Adams 
used the pseudonym ‘Catlow’ 
to enlist. Why he enlisted in the 
name of Adams and at the oth-
er end of the country where he 
was born, might be explained 
by the fact he was married to 
Kate Jane Adams at Skelmers-
dale, Lancashire and perhaps 
wished to escape the marriage.

Millie, Mary, Liberty, Evie, Sophia make 
a model of Faversham Cemetery



William Ellis Chadwick 1882 – 1916: 40 Canterbury Road, Margate
William was employed as a charge hand with several workers under him. When 
a compensation claim was offered by the company, the family claimed a higher  
settlement and pursued this through the courts. The claim was complicated  
because there were two claimants. The first claimant was his widow, Elizabeth 
Sarah, who was left with three children to maintain. A claim was also made by the 
mother of William Campbell, the two year old illegitimate son of the deceased. The 
judge decided initially in favour of the illegitimate child but this was subsequently 
over-turned in favour of William’s legal widow. William had left his wife in 1913.

Anthony Lindley Freestone 1864 – 1916: 
6 Withipoll Street, Ipswich, Suffolk
Anthony was a qualified engineer who had worked 
in various countries such as Mexico, the USA in 
the city of New Orleans and Nigeria and described  
himself as a colonial engineer. Perhaps wishing to  
end his roving lifestyle he had accepted a post  
with the Powder Works. He is interred in grave plot 
GO15 at Faversham cemetery.

Frederick William Gilbert 1871 – 1916: 
Oast Cottage, Boughton Blean
Employed originally as a bricklayer, he emigrated to 
Australia with his brother some time before 1914.  
Returning to England, he intended to take his family to 
Australia in 1914, but the outbreak of war intervened 
with his plans. In the interim, he took up employment 
at the Explosives Works where he subsequently died 
in the explosion.

Anthony Lindley Freestone

Fraser, Archie, Sangive, 
Arthur, George make a 

model of Uplees  
Gunpowder Works



Frederick William Jarrett 1901 - 1916: 31 Tanner Street, Faversham
Fred was a cordite worker. Cordite was used for large weapons, such as tank 
guns, artillery, and naval guns. Cordite was a smokeless powder composed of 
nitro-glycerine, guncotton, and a petroleum substance, usually gelatinized by 
addition of acetone and pressed into cords resembling brown twine. The chemicals 
in TNT reacted with melanin in the skin to cause a yellow pigmentation, staining the 
skin of the munitions workers. This condition, known as “toxic jaundice”, gave the 
skin a different type of yellow hue. Fred was only 15 years old when he was killed.

Sidney Lloyd 1889 -1916: 22 Minster Road, Faversham
Sidney left a widow and two children. Funerals, if the family had sufficient 
money, were involved  
affairs carried out with 
considerable pomp and 
ceremony. Following Queen 
Victoria’s example, it became 
customary for families to go 
through elaborate rituals to 
commemorate their dead. 
This included wearing 
mourning clothes, having 
a lavish (and expensive) 
funeral, curtailing social 
behaviour for a set period of 
time, and erecting an ornate 
monument on the grave. Workmen at the explosives factory

Workshop inside the explosives factory



Albert James Perryman 1889 – 1916: 26 Finsury Road, Ramsgate
In 1915 Albert was caught hiding matches in the lining of his jacket. This was a 
very serious offence and the company took him to court. He pleaded guilty and 
was fined 2s.6d (12 and a half pence) a not inconsiderable sum when wages were 
at best £2 per week. Surprisingly, he was not sacked for this offence. There were 
a number of objects workers were forbidden to bring into the Powder Works. No 
pockets on overalls, no metal buttons, no hair pins, no metal nails, clogs had to 
have no metal cleats, and pipes and matches were all strictly forbidden.

Compensation 
to the families 
of the victims

Medals awarded 
to the victims of 

the tragedy

Miss Halson’s 
class at the 
memorial

The family of John Harrison, 
a fireman who risked his life 
in 1916, with his Edward 
Medal - the civilian equiva-
lent of the Victoria Cross. 
Here, his relatives donate 
the medal to the Fleur de 
Lis Museum in 2015



So what caused the explosion? Who or what was to 
blame?
Major A. Cooper-Key; Chief Inspector of Explosives 
was appointed to investigate the cause or causes of the 
explosion at Faversham. He suggested four possible 
explanations.

“The situation which almost overwhelmed the Cottage Hospital was the huge 
munitions explosion at Uplees in April 1916. An account written by Dr. Evers who, 
with his driver reached Uplees after the first explosion, but before the second 
stated…”five of the National Guard who were on guard were killed instantly: of one, 
nothing but his rifle was ever found…a number of men 30 – 40 yards away from 
the explosion unharmed, while men 100 yards away were blown to pieces….; men 
had all their clothes blown off them and yet were unhurt.”… “Some were blown into 
dykes and were wringing wet and shivering with shock; others were bleeding and 
some had half their clothes torn or burnt off.”

Report 17 April 1916 HM Government:
The empty TNT bags outside Building no. 833 could have 
caught fire by:
Theory 1   Somebody could have thrown a cigarette-end 

or glowing match on the heap but smoking was 
only allowed in the rest rooms and there were 
heavy fines if you were caught;

Theory 2   The bags could have ignited by the hot sun – 
flames were seen low down on the bags. If it 
had been caused by the sun the flames would 
have appeared on the top of the bags;

Theory 3   Somebody could have deliberately put a match to them but workers were 
not allowed matches, there was a military guard on duty and heavy fines 
if you broke the rules;

Theory 4   Sparks from the nearby boiler-house could have been responsible. This 
had already been seen by some witnesses.  

The conclusion of the report was that the explosion was ‘accidental’.

One worker suggested other contributory reasons:
“I had seen minor explosions. They were always happening and I recalled two men 
being blinded by detonators… It was a strangely slap-dash security system at the 
TNT works that resulted in the blast. Few of the workers at this factory, which was 
opened in 1913, were properly instructed in safety measures… the linen bags were 
just dumped…there were no fire engines on the site so nothing could be done until 
they arrived”. Sid Twist an employee.

Dr Evers - one of the heroes 
who attended to the injured 
in the great explosion



Miss Beard, Mrs Manning Press and Mrs Halson and their 
Year 5 classes at the memorial in Faversham cemetery
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During the Spring term of 2022, teachers; Jo Manning Press, Emma Beard and 
Clare Halson with their Year 5 classes were engaged in the study of the Great 
Explosion of Faversham of 1916. Supported by a grant from the National Lottery 
Heritage Fund with contributions from Anderson Development and Faversham 
Society, pupils investigated the reasons and horrific consequences of the 
Great Explosion.
Activities included a cemetery search at Love Lane, a gunpowder trail through 
Faversham and Chart Mill and the Oare Gunpowder Country Park. 
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