Walk 3 – Around the Pubs
The Depot
1
Depot Gatehouse and Visitor Centre
2
The Royal Ordnance Depot and Blast Houses

East Gate Lodge – soon to
be Visitor Centre

The combined site of the Depot and Blast Houses shaped the development of Weedon Bec for over 200
years. Its buildings still dominate the village.
After many years of war between England and France, the rise to power of Napoleon and the declared
intention of the French to invade England caused the British Government to take many precautions to
defend the country.
The Board of Ordnance was a civilian organisation with the responsibility of obtaining and storing weapons
and ammunition to supply both the Army and Navy. Many of the storage Depots were near the ports in the
south of England. It was realised that these would be prime targets of any invading forces so the Board
decided to build a new Depot in the centre of the country.
Weedon Bec was chosen because it was located at a crossing of the relatively new canal system with a
major turnpike road. These were the two most efficient means of moving men and materials at that time.
Soldiers were used to marching, and it was regarded as an essential part of their training; the turnpike
roads were ideal for this. Canals were faster and cheaper for moving goods than wagons, and were safer
for moving gunpowder. They could also be used for moving men, possibly faster certainly as cheaply as
marching. The canal costs were comparable to those of paying for Lodgings en route.
The Depot was planned with eight Storehouses arranged on each side of a branch canal, which continued
to a Magazine a further half mile west. Each Storehouse was designed to hold Artillery pieces on the
ground floor and Small Arms on the upper level.
You may have heard the story that Weedon Depot was intended as a retreat for George III’s family in the
event of war - not true!
The East Lodge, with its portcullis closing the canal against unwanted intruders is the entrance off Harmans
Way. The steps were at first the only means of crossing the canal here; the flat concrete bridge is a later
addition. It is quite likely that for several years following completion of the Depot, the offices on the upper
level were used by The Storekeeper, who was the man in overall control. The small rooms on ground level
were probably used by gatekeepers. This is now planned to be the Visitor’s Centre. Opposite this is the
West Lodge which had a similar portcullis but the arch was closed by brickwork when the canal beyond
was filled. This canal originally continued through this to convey gunpowder to the magazine store area.
These buildings constructed to withstand blasts are known as the Blast Houses. They are accessible only
from Ordnance Road but not open to the public.

Blast Houses

The small building on the right of the East Lodge was formerly a Weighbridge Office, associated with the
rail access, which was formed following the moving of Weedon Station. The Weighbridge, with rail lines still
visible, is in front of this. Behind the Security Lodge is the Ordnance Headquarters building, built in 1885
(Building 86).
The eight main Storehouses of the Depot were constructed between 1804 and about 1810, though work
continued until 1816 on ancillary works. They are about 160 feet by 40 feet and have four rooms (two up,
two down) about 70 feet by 35 feet. There is a central lobby originally containing two staircases; now only
one staircase plus an electric lift installed around the start of World War II. The large doors in the end gave
access for Artillery pieces.
The railway through Weedon was opened in 1838, and it may be that the Wagon Shed was provided in
anticipation of bringing rail wagons into the Depot. During the protracted attempts to get a Bill through
Parliament to allow the construction of the London to Birmingham Railway, the military were quite
supportive. In fact, however, rail access was not possible until after 1885, when an Act of Parliament gave
permission for the construction of the branch line to Daventry. This operation involved altering the position
of the station to a site north of the Daventry road and made it possible to bring a branch line into the Depot.
The white painted metal bridge over the canal, opposite the end of Storehouse 3, is what remains of a
Scherzer Rolling Bridge. This was operated by filling a large tank with water, which caused the bridge to lift
and allow canal boats to pass.
The Depot included a barracks for a troop of horse Artillery which became the Army School of Equitation, a
training centre for cavalry officers whose horses occupied fields to the east and north of the main buildings.
The site included houses, known as the Pavilions, built for officers and civilians of the Board of Ordnance.
The centre closed after WW1.
The Depot buildings have had many uses over the years. Between 1845 and 1870 two were used as a
military prison and others as barracks. Latterly the buildings were used to store small arms and
ammunition. The Depot brought new people to the village, job opportunities for tradesmen and demand for
housing. For over 200 years the fortunes and population of the village rose and fell with changes at the
Depot.
The site closed in 1965 with the land being sold off for housing and the main Depot buildings listed. It is
currently in private ownership although is open to the public with around 80 businesses operating
Harmans Way and neighbouring streets now stand on the site but the hitching posts for the horses can still
be seen on Equestrian Way.
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Information is provided by Weedon Bec History Society and taken from their publication
Weedon Royal Ordnance Depot Revisited (based on J E King’s earlier history of the Ordnance Depot).

