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1.! Introduction&
!
Townscape! has! been! instructed! to! undertake! an! historical! analysis! of! the! former! Royal!
Ordnance!site!Marchwiel,!Wrexham.!Now!referred!to!as!The!Oaks.!!This!report!explores!the!
historical! nature! of! the! former! ROF! site! as! a! whole! to! fully! understand! its! historical!
development! and! creation,! the! nature! of! its! operation! and! processes! and! to! try! to!
understand!if!all!parts!of!the!site!became!operational.!!
!
This!report!recognises!the! limited!availability!of!publically!accessible!sources!and!evidence!
to!provide!for!a!definitive!report!due!in!part!to!the!historical!nature!of!the!site!and!the!lack!
of!defense!based!report!and!documents.!!
!
Much!of!the!archive!material!for!the!site!was!destroyed!following!decommissioning!at!the!
end!of!WWII!in!1947/8!and!subsequent!regeneration!to!the!now!Wrexham!Industrial!estate.!
The! scope! of! the! report! outlines! the! historical! development! of! the! whole! site,! much! of!
which!is!now!Wrexham!Industrial!estate.!
!
This!report!is!not!a!heritage!report!in!its!fullest!sense!but!a!report!that!outlines!the!historical!
development,! construction! and!operational!matters! of! the! site! supported!by! sources! and!
references!where!available.!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!



!
Fig!1!Ariel!photograph1!Wrexham!Archives,!The!Oaks!not!in!picture!
!
!
!
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1!ROF!Marchwiel,!RAF!Reconnaissance!photograph,!2!May!1946,!(Wrexham!Archives)!
showing!parts!of!the!giant!works.!
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2.& History&and&development&
!

Approved!in!August!1939,!the!massive!Royal!Ordnance!factory!Marchwiel!covered!an!area!
of!c.1,730!acres!or!700ha!and!was!second!in!size!to!ROF!Waltham!Abbey.!
The!site!was!chosen!for!a!number!of!reasons;!
!

o! High!local!unemployment!and!available!labour!
o! Ground!relief!and!topography!meant!ease!of!building!
o! Distance!from!large!urban!conurbations!and!large!populations.!
o! Distance!from!mainland!Europe!
o! Good!railway!links!

!
Contractor!McAlpine!at!a!cost!of!£10.9million!built!the!site.!The!factory!began!production!of!
propellants! in!March!1941.! !Three!units!producing!nitrocylcerine!and! two!units!producing!
nitrocellulose! supplied! the! cordite! section.! To! the! south! west! of! the! main! factory! and!
production!units!were!two!smaller!tetrylnitration!plants.!

!
Employing!more!than!10,000!(many!construction)!workers!many!of!whom!were!brought!in!
from! other! sites,! the! ROF! at!Marchwiel! had! its! own! internal! railways! system,!which!was!
powered!by!diesel!engines!to!avoid!the!danger!of!spark!igniting!the!munitions.!The!buildings!
were!dispersed!and!earth!bounded!over!a! large!and!wide!area! reducing! the!chances!of!a!
chain!reaction!explosion!and!also!making!bombing!from!the!air!almost!impossible,!as!a!hit!
on!one!building!would!have!little!or!no!effect!on!any!others.!!!

!
Buildings! were! steel! framed! with! reinforced! concrete! and! brick! in! fill! and! most!
buildings/structures!were! single! storey.! The! largest! buildings! in! terms! of! height!were! the!
acid! section! but! internally! open! to! the! roof.! They! housed! acid! towers! used! for! the!
concentration! of! sulphuric! acid! or! dednitrification! of! spent! acids! and! were! ventilated! by!
means!of!large!metal!circular!vents!or!roof!louvers.!

!
Workers!at!the!ROF!were!subject!to!the!official!secrets!act!and!as!such!their!adherence!to!it!

!
The! design! and! construction! of! the! site! was! based! on! a! priority! need! first,! so! the!more!
important!the!production!material!required!were!constructed!and!commissioned!in!the!first!
phase! of! construction.! Subsequent! construction! phases! produced! structures! of! lesser!
importance!that!were!more!built!for!diversion!that!actual!production.!
!

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
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Fig!2!above,!Fig!3!below!

!
Figs!2!and!3!are!extracts!from!original!construction!drawings!Ministry!of!Defence!held!at!
Wrexham!Archives,!dated!June!1941.!The!plans!show!ROF!Marchwiel!under!construction!
with!subsequent!phases!yet!to!be!constructed.!The!red!arrow!shows!Oak!Road!and!the!
subsequent!development!of!this!phase!south!of!Oak!Road!is!yet!to!be!completed.!
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3.& Factory&design&and&operation&
!

The!factory!was!laid!out!in!accordance!with!the!explosives!act!and!in!anticipation!of!possible!
ariel!attack!by!the!Germans.!Personal!accounts!WW2!Memories!appended!recount!that!no!
bombs!were!dropped!on!the!site,!with!diversions!employed!elsewhere!in!the!Wrexham!area!
and!a!single!bomb!dropped!in!Rhos.!
!
Important!sections!of!the!site!were!duplicated!and!buildings!and!structures!were!designed!
to!resist!incendiary!bombs!and!blast!and!to!comply!with!blackout!regulations.!The!blackout!
led! to! poor! ventilation! in! many! buildings! and! operatives! generally! has! to! work! under!
inadequate! artificial! lighting.! The! site! comprised! of! dozens! of! dispersed! units! known! as!
houses! grouped! by! process! and!most! surrounded! by! large! earthen! banks! as! a! protection!
against!German!wartime!bombing!raids.!

!
A! network! of! service! roads,! truck! ways! and! standard! and! light! gauge! railways! lines!
connected! the! units.!Water! and! other!mains! services!were! run! in! a! ring! ditch! round! the!
factory!perimeter!with!buried!connections.!

!
2ROF!Marchwiel!produced!cordite!for!use!in!propellants!and!was!one!of!three!new!cordite!
factories!commissioned!in!1939!to!boost!production!outside!of!Waltham!Abbey,!Bishopton,!
Wrexham!and!Ranskill.!!
!
The! cordite! facility! was! principally! made! up! of! three! nitrocylcerine! factories! and! two!!
nitrocellulose!sections!together!with!a!tetryl!nitration!plant.!The!most!distinctive!buildings!
within! the! factories!were! those!of! the!acid! sections! (nitrocylerine).! They!were! the! tallest,!
often! standing! 3! storeys! high,! though! internally! open! at! the! roof.! Their! function! was! to!
house!the!tall!acid!towers!used!in!the!concentration!of!Sulphuric!acid,!massive!steel!frames!
passing!through!its!successive!platforms!supported!these!towers.!Crane!gantries!were!also!
fitted!for!periodic!maintenance!

!
The! site! operated! on! a! number! of! differing! products! namely,! acid,! nitroglycerine,!
nitrocellulose,! magazines,! stores! and! sidings,! together! with! administration! offices,!
accommodation!housing!and!workshops.!Personnel!facilities!and!welfare!consisting!of!staff!
canteen! seating! 100!persons! and! a! central! kitchen! serving! six! dining! rooms!of!which! five!
catered!for!up!to!300!persons!and!another!for!50.!!In!addition,!a!medical!block!with!doctor!
and!dentist!with!other!first!aid!posts!and!cleansing!posts!scattered!within!the!site.!

!
Other!buildings!included!laboratories,!police!and!security!positions!and!housing,!telephone!
exchange!and!stores.!Stocking!and!storage!provisions!became!a! large! land!use!for!the!site!
with!provision!for!10,000!ton!of!coal!and!2,000!ton!of!Sulphur!to!be!maintained!on!site!at!
any!one!time.!
ROF!Marchweil,! like! many! other! ROF! sites! were! carefully! designed! to! a! standard! design!
which!enabled!rapid!construction!in!a!phased!process!according!to!demand!of!products.!The!
site!was!secured!by!a!number!of!pillboxes!to!the!perimeter!of!the!site.!

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2!Cocroft!Wayne!D,!Dangerous!Energy,!The!Archaeology!of!Gunpowder!and!military!
explosives!manufacture,!English!Heritage!2000!
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!
!
!
!

!
4.& Remaining&structures&at&The&Oaks&

!
A! number!of!

structures!
remain! present!on!the!
site! many!of!which!
are!in! a!poor!

condition!and!
inaccessible.!!A!
thorough!
heritage!
investigation!is!
required!to!fully!
understand!

their! actual!function!
and!to! what!historical!

significance!
they! may!hold.!
!

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!

Fig!4,!!Brick!
Pillbox!

!
!
!
!
!
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!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!

!
!
Fig!5!Short!Concrete!tunnel,!uncertain!use.!
!
!
!
!



!
Fig!6!OS!Map!extract!Denbighshire!SW!1949,!shows!the!ROF!Marchwiel!(nts).!Overlaid!is!assumed!main!operating!area!of!the!site,!based!on!
photographic!and!published!evidence.!Blue!overlay!comprises!main!production!site.!Green!overlay,!storage!and!depot!facilities.!Red!overlay!is!
main!transport/railway!connection!



!
!

Fig!7!!Ariel!Photograph!30!May!1958,!Source:!Royal!Commission!on!the!Ancient!and!Historical!
Monuments!of!Wales.!The!Oaks!site!outlined!in!red.!
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!
Fig!8!!Ariel!Photograph!undated,!Source:!Royal!Commission!on!the!Ancient!and!Historical!
Monuments!of!Wales.!(development!site!not!in!picture)!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
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Conclusion)
!
The! former! ROF! Wrexham! Marchwiel,! historically! was! one! of! the! largest! factory! sites!
producing! propellants.! The! site! was! constructed! starting! in! late! 1939! with! construction!
undertaken!in!phases!on!a!priority!needs!basis!with!an!unknown!date!of!final!completion.!
!
The! site!had!a! short!production! life! and! the! site! ceased!production! in!1946! immediately!
after!WW2!with!the!eventual!regeneration!to!the!now!Wrexham!Industrial!estate.!Fig!2!and!
3! is!a!construction!plan!extract!held!at!Wrexham!archives! the!plans!are!dated! June!1941!
and!the!plans!clearly!identify!that!The!Oaks!site!was!yet!to!be!constructed.!
!
The! factory!design! followed!a!set!design!and!production!processes.! !There!are!no!known!
sources!or!evidence,!which!provides!detailed!understanding!of!which!building!was!used!for!
which!purpose.!However,!from!analysis!of!historical!map!data,!ariel!photography,!previous!
study!accounts3!and!written!accounts!available!within!local!history!archives,!it!is!possible!to!
identify! that! the! main! production! sites! were! generally! the! larger! buildings! within! the!
central!core!area!of!the!site!and!provided!the!core!propellant!material!for!transportation!to!
shell!filling!factories.!!
!
In! fig! 6!we! have!made! an! assessment! according! to! available! evidence! to! determine! the!
main!production!centers!and!uses!of!the!site.!Outside!these!main!production!centres!the!
remainder! of! the! site! was! constructed! in! the! later! phases! and! used! for! either! storage!
facilities,!minor!works,!or!indeed!acted!as!decoy!structures.!
!
This! report! has! sought! to! provide! an! account! to! the! nature! of! the! manufacturing! of!
propellants! at! ROF! Wrexham! and! to! determine! which! parts! of! the! site! were! the! main!
production!facilities.!Whilst!ROF!Wrexham!covered!a!huge!land!area,! it! is!recognized!that!
not!the!entire!constructed!site!was!in!constant!use!and!parts!of!the!site!were!used!to!act!as!
decoys!and!not!used!at!all,!which!I!believe!is!the!likely!use!of!The!Oaks!site.!
!
From!evidence!available,! I!consider!that!the!site!The!Oaks,!was!one!of!the!final!phases!of!
construction! within! the! whole! works.! It! is! likely! that! due! to! the! rushed! nature! of!
construction! and! priority! demands! on! other! parts! of! the! site,! The! Oaks! was! never! fully!
completed!nor!operational!and!that!production!was!focused!on!the!more!central!parts!of!
the!site.!Personal!accounts!appended,!also!state!that!no!bombs!were!dropped!on!the!site.!
!
This!report!is!limited!in!its!evidence!due!in!part!to!the!lack!of!any!historical!archive!material!
and!available!resources.!
!
Jason!Kennedy!BSc!MA!MRTPI!IHBC!
!
Director!
Townscape:!Chartered!Town!Planning!&!Heritage!Consultants!Ltd.!
6!March!2017!

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3!Gifford,!!April!(B3041A.02)!June!2000!(B3041A.04),!The!Oaks,!Wrexham!Industrial!Estate,!Desk!
Based!Assessment!of!Archaeology.!
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!

LLWYN%ONN%HALL%
%% % % % %WREXHAM%

!! ! ! ! ! !!!!LL13!0NY!
01978!310241!

!!!!!roger.llwynonn@gmail.com!
)
TO)WHOM)IT)MAY)CONCERN.)
)
FROM)ROGER)GRAHAM8PALMER)–)CHAIRMAN)CEFN)PARK)DEVELOPMENTS)LTD)
)
THE)OAKS)SITE)8)OAK)ROAD)8)WREXHAM)INDUSTRIAL)ESTATE)
)
Before!the!2nd!World!War,!the!Oaks!Site!was!farmland!and!belonged!to!Mrs!Mary!Fenwick.!The!
Oaks!Site!was!requisitioned!from!Mrs!Fenwick!in!1940!and!she!died!shortly!afterwards.!Mrs!
Fenwick!left!the!retained!land!at!Cefn!Park!Estate!to!her!son!Col!Roderick!FenwickbPalmer!CBE.!
!
During!the!war!the!Oaks!Site,!together!with!much!other!land!nearby!was!developed!into!a!Royal!
Ordnance!Factory!(ROF)!for!the!war!effort.!It!was!a!very!low!density!development!to!ensure!that!
if!one!part!was!attacked,!the!whole!factory!would!not!be!put!out!of!action!and!it!is!thought!that!
the!factory!covered!600!acres!(but!apparently!much!more)!the!majority!of!it!requisitioned!from!
Cefn!Park!Estate!(Mrs!Fenwick)!by!the!Ministry!of!Supply!in!1940.!However!I!make!it!absolutely!
clear!that!in!the!past!50!years!that!I!have!been!connected!with!the!site!I!have!never!heard!that!it!
was!attacked!by!enemy!action!of!any!description.!I!have!never!heard!of!any!German!bombs!
being!dropped!on!any!part!of!the!ROF!or!any!surrounding!land!including!Wrexham!itself.!
!
In!the!1960s!some!of!the!requisitioned!land!was!offered!back!to!the!original!owners;!some!of!it!
was!already!being!developed!into!modern!factories!and!was!not!offered!back.!The!Oaks!site!was!
a!part!that!was!offered!back!and!purchased!by!Col!FenwickbPalmer.!
Col!FenwickbPalmer.!
!
Col!FenwickbPalmer!let!the!Oaks!site,!then!some!70!acres!to!farmers,!Mr!and!Mrs!Colley!who!
lived!in!the!Oaks!House,!now!sold,!and!they!ran!sheep!on!the!land!and!endeavoured!to!keep!the!
hawthorn!and!brambles!under!control.!However,!it!was!not!an!economic!unit!and!when!Mr!and!
Mrs!Colley!died!the!land!became!derelict.!
!
In!October!1968,!Col!FenwickbPalmer!died!and!I!inherited!Cefn!Park!Estate!which!included!all!the!
former!ROF!land!that!was!bought!back!after!the!war!in!its!raw!damaged!state.!
!
In!1974!The!Secretary!of!State!for!Industry!(Mr!A!Wedgewood!Benn)!through!his!agents!The!
Welsh!Development!Agency!had!a!requirement!to!acquire!160!acres!of!the!former!ROF!to!
provide!industrial!land!for!unemployed!former!miners!in!Wrexham.!I!was!the!owner!of!that!land!
and!before!the!purchase!was!completed,!I!transferred!the!land!into!a!company!called!Elfosark!
Investment!Developments!Ltd!and!the!directors!subsequently!changed!the!name!to!Cefn!Park!
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Developments!Ltd.!(The!Company).!!The!Company!then!sold!160!acres!of!the!former!ROF!land!to!
the!Secretary!of!State!for!Industry.!!
!
The!Oaks!site!was!transferred!into!the!Company!but!it!was!not!included!in!the!sale!to!the!
Secretary!of!State.!It!was!retained!by!The!Company.!
!
The!directors!of!The!Company!were!of!the!opinion!that!The!Oaks!site!may!also!sell!if!the!ex!ROF!
buildings!were!demolished!and!some!of!the!money!arising!from!the!sale!was!utilised!to!this!
effect.!Planning!permission!was!obtained!to!demolish!the!partly!sunken!magazines!which!were!
surrounded!by!blast!banks!and!a!contract!was!drawn!up!by!some!consulting!engineers!in!
Liverpool!and!after!tenders!were!received!the!contract!was!awarded!to!Jones!Bros!of!Ruthin,!
Civil!Engineers.!
!
At!the!same!time!in!1974,!the!factory!for!Kelloggs!was!being!constructed!nearby!and!the!builders!
had!large!amounts!of!clean!clay!that!they!were!digging!out!of!the!foundations!for!disposal.!!
!
The!magazines!were!blasted,!the!reinforcement!then!cut!with!oxybacetylene!and!removed!in!
large!sections!and!towed!and!pushed!with!very!large!machines!to!form!a!bank!alongside!the!
Redwither!Brook.!The!magazines!were!about!12!ft!below!ground!level,!were!made!of!reinforced!
concrete!and!had!floors!that!were!12”!to!18”!thick.!The!blast!banks!were!pushed!back!into!the!
holes!left!by!the!magazines.!One!of!the!magazines!was!only!partially!constructed!and!another!
had!had!the!hole!prepared!and!the!blast!banks!formed!but!construction!had!not!begun.!This!is!
clearly!shown!on!the!Ordnance!Survey!maps!prepared!at!the!time.!!
!
It!follows!that!The!Oaks!site!was!probably!one!of!the!last!areas!of!the!ROF!to!be!developed!and!
was!never!completed.!During!the!clearance!of!the!site!(I!was!there!every!day)!there!was!no!
indication!of!any!unbexploded!ordnance!or!ordnance!of!any!kind!whatsoever.!It!may!be!that!this!
part!of!the!ROF!never!came!into!production!at!all.!I!remember!getting!an!insurance!policy!to!
cover!the!contractors!from!unexploded!ordnance!for!£50!which!would!indicate!that!the!risk!was!
assessed!as!very!low.!The!value!of!the!contract!was!£33,000!or!thereabouts!but!some!of!the!
tenders!came!in!for!over!£100,000.!
!
The!original!site!sloped!gently!down!towards!the!Redwither!Brook.!The!wall!made!of!the!
reinforced!concrete!demolished!magazines!formed!a!good!buttress!and!the!clay!from!the!
Kelloggs!site!was!used!to!raise!the!level!of!the!whole!site!up!to!the!top!of!the!buttress!and!make!
it!more!level.!There!was!also!a!bund!near!the!house!and!the!contractors!brought!a!scraper!to!
remove!the!bund!and!further!level!the!site.!
!
Wrexham!and!East!Denbighshire!Water!Company!(the!Dee!Valley!Water!and!now!Severn!Trent)!
had!taken!over!the!Llwyn!Onn!waterworks!which!was!originally!constructed!to!feed!the!ROF!and!
W&EDWC!!also!had!taken!over!the!water!pipes!that!went!round!the!ROF.!There!are!process,!fire!
and!potable!water!mains.!The!magazine!had!a!water!supply!and!this!had!to!be!cut!off!by!
W&EDWC!before!the!demolition!took!place.!Subsequently,!W&EDWC!abandoned!some!pipes!
going!through!the!middle!of!the!site!as!they!became!too!far!under!the!ground!as!the!level!was!
increased.!(They!hadn’t!read!the!papers!they!were!sent)!
!
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There!were!also!electricity!supplies!to!the!magazines!and!the!water!workers!were!busy!
recovering!those!as!well!as!the!lead!pipes!and!there!was!quite!an!altercation!about!this!as!the!
W&EDWC!was!using!our!Company’s!time!for!recovering!not!only!the!water!pipes!but!also!the!
electricity!lines!too.!(Water!Company!employees!get!scrap!value!as!a!perk)!Subsequently!I!was!
invited!to!become!a!nonbexecutive!director!of!W&EDWC.!
!
Following!the!recovery!of!the!site!the!Company!had!an!approach!from!the!American!Company!
Union!Carbide!to!build!a!substantial!factory!to!make!frankfurter!skins!for!the!European!Market!
but!their!application!was!turned!down!by!the!Alkali!Inspector.!(The!factory!subsequently!went!to!
Northern!France!and!blew!up.!
!
The!Company!sold!part!of!the!site!to!their!neighbours!Brake!Engineering!and!that!sale!covered!
the!cost!of!recovering!the!site!to!date.!Brake!Engineering!have!built!part!of!their!factory!over!one!
of!the!recovered!magazines.!They!found!some!lumps!of!concrete!but!nothing!unmanageable.!
!
Roger!GrahambPalmer!
17th!March!2017!
!
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!
!
!
!


